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Abstract 
Urban experimentation is an emerging field of practice and theory that brings together academic, 
government, civil society and private sector actors to trial alternative city futures, transition 
governance approaches, grassroots innovations and new modes of sustainable urban development. 
This thesis by publication develops an agency-centred analysis of urban experimentation to 
investigate how social learning, institutional arrangements, dynamics of transformation and capture 
and new urban imaginaries can drive the transformation of cities towards sustainability. This thesis 
uses action research to build capacity for grassroots agency and evaluate the direct impacts of urban 
experimentation from the participants’ perspective in the context of Livewell Yarra, an urban living 
lab that engaged community actors in real-world experiments for low-carbon living. Multiple case 
studies explore enabling processes of transformation through different modes of urban 
experimentation that leverage enabling tools, empowerment settings, narratives of change and 
reframe visions of cities to create new structural opportunity contexts for agency. 
 
The thesis consists of five publications supported by an exegesis. The thesis brings together an 
innovative combination of action-based methodologies including asset-based community 
development and participatory co-design. The findings from this research foreground the direct 
impacts of experimentation using most significant change research to provide unique qualitative 
insights from the perspective of urban living lab participants. The research has theoretical significance 
because it overcomes some of the critical gaps in the literature on the politics and agency of 
experimentation. In seeking to develop this field, this thesis brings together a range of 
transdisciplinary perspectives from transition studies, design for social innovation and community 
economies scholarship to develop a novel agency-centred analysis of ‘transformative urban 
experimentation’ which provides a significant contribution to the study of enabling processes of 
transformation towards urban sustainability.  
 
The thesis investigates enabling processes of transformation through multiple case studies of urban 
experimentation across a variety of socio-institutional contexts. Institutional arrangements shape the 
transformative potential of design experiments through the selection of planning settings in a 
municipal arena. Dynamics of transformation and capture between civil society and private sector 
actors play an important role in the politics of experimentation through narratives of change and 
grassroots mobilisation in trans-local networks across multiple arenas. The research also reveals how 
new urban imaginaries of the sharing city reframe the opportunity context of urban experimentation 
though guiding visions that enrol a wider range actors and practices to drive transformative change.  
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1. Introduction 
Liminal moments that mark the transition from one state to another have become the defining feature 
of the early Anthropocene. Four of the nine planetary boundaries required to support life on Earth 
have been breached (Steffen et al. 2015). Global carbon dioxide concentrations have exceeded a 
global average of 400 parts per million (Vaughn 2015), the threshold of safety required to stabilise the 
climate below 2°C above pre-industrial levels (Jones 2017). Global income inequality has worsened 
since 1980, with the world’s richest 1% capturing twice as much income growth as the poorest 50% 
(World Inequality Lab 2017). To add insult to injury, the climate crisis also exacerbates inequality and 
leaves the world’s poor most vulnerable to the impacts of global warming hazards like drought, 
bushfires, storms and rising sea levels (United Nations 2016a).  
 
Amidst this backdrop of environmental degradation and rising inequality, humanity is undertaking the 
greatest movement to urban settlements in history. More people now live in cities than ever with the 
global urban population currently over 50% and projected to reach 75% by 2050 (UN-Habitat 2010). 
Cities also consume 75% of the world’s energy and produce 80% of global greenhouse gas emissions 
(Williams 2007). The New Urban Agenda, Sustainable Development Goals and Paris Agreement all 
point towards the “cultural mainstreaming of sustainability” at the highest levels of international 
policy development (Thomson & Newman 2018). The rapid growth of urban settlements and related 
impacts on ecological and social systems also requires cities and citizens to urgently confront a range 
of civilizational crises including everything from human-induced global warming to food security, 
societal disintegration, and resource depletion. Given these challenges are experienced locally, it 
makes sense to experiment with solutions at the local level as well. 
 
There is now growing recognition that grand challenges like global warming require community-level 
action alongside supporting regulatory mechanisms, policy and technology innovation, for system-
wide transformations to be realised. Mulugetta et al. (2010) observe that community initiatives make 
an important contribution to carbon reduction through social innovation, technical skills and demand 
for low-carbon alternatives. Peters et al. (2010) argue that addressing global warming is fundamentally 
a challenge for governance given the global nature of carbon emissions and the historical coupling of 
fossil fuels to human systems. The failure of international climate policy and national reduction targets 
to adequately curb emissions, along with the growing importance of household energy demand, leads 
Peters et al. (2010, p.2) to conclude that governance has become stretched by the demands of global 
warming and must reach upwards and downwards simultaneously, but that ultimately “communities 
must play a crucial part in the protection of the global commons.” 
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The urgent need to address these grand challenges have pre-empted innovative responses from a 
range of civil society, public and private sector actors through various forms of socio-technical and 
governance-oriented urban experimentation that seek to develop pathways to broader 
transformation (Evans et al. 2016). Cities are now a distinct unit of analysis in transition studies and 
enable researchers to engage with multiple sectors in real-world contexts simultaneously (Grin et al. 
2017). The complexity of cities has focused attention away from socio-technical systems and towards 
“cities as heterogenous transition arenas” at the intersection of bottom-up processes and dynamics 
of social, economic and political change (Rohracher & Späth 2017, p.287-288). Urban living labs have 
emerged as key transition arenas for collaborative experimentation through social learning and co-
creation in real-world conditions (Marvin et al. 2018). A myriad of local sustainability initiatives and 
grassroots innovations bring community actors together to co-produce shared resources through 
urban agriculture, community energy, Repair Cafés and makerspaces (Pesch et al. 2018, Seyfang & 
Haxeltine 2012).   
 
While much experimentation in urban living labs claims to be transformative, these demonstration 
projects often achieve more modest outcomes, remain subject to urban politics through contestation 
from diverse actors, and concretise specific visions of the future (Bulkeley et al. 2018). Urban 
imaginaries play an important role in framing the context of urban experimentation through purposive 
visions and practices of emerging city futures (Huyssen 2008). Civil society and local government 
actors envision and pre-figure alternative governance and social practices through urban imaginaries 
like sharing cities which provide new structural opportunity contexts for more inclusive forms of urban 
experimentation in cities (Shareable 2018).  
 
This thesis by publication develops an agency-centred analysis of urban experimentation by exploring 
how social learning, institutional arrangements, dynamics of transformation and capture and new 
urban imaginaries can foster enabling processes of transformation. Action research and asset-based 
approaches are presented as enabling tools that build capacity for grassroots agency using design for 
social innovation and community economies perspectives. Multiple case studies investigate how 
institutional arrangements shape the transformative potential of urban experimentation and how 
urban politics play out through dynamics of transformation and capture. The role that new urban 
imaginaries play to reframe the context of urban experimentation is also investigated. This thesis 
seeks to develop a new agency-centred analysis of ‘transformative urban experimentation’ to support 
the study of enabling processes of transformation, overcome some of the gaps in the literature on the 
role of agency and provide researchers and policy makers with new insights into this emerging field.  
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Five publications contribute towards the development of this thesis and are provided in full after 6.2. 
Each publication responds to a different research question in the context of transformative urban 
experimentation. This exegesis supports the publications and provides an explanatory overview of the 
thesis. The structure of the exegesis includes a brief introduction which outlines the research 
questions (this chapter) and contextualises the central ideas of the thesis within a broader theoretical 
framework (Chapter 2). It describes the research design and methods (Chapter 3) and provides a 
summary of the publications (Chapter 4), before discussion of the key findings (Chapter 5), conclusions 
and directions for future research (Chapter 6).   
 
1.1. Research Aim 
The overarching question this research seeks to answer is: 
How can urban experimentation drive transformative change towards sustainability? 
 
Answering this overarching question requires a transdisciplinary approach given the multifaceted 
nature of cities and the different approaches to understanding urban systems. In line with Grin et al.’s 
(2017) suggestion that urban sustainability transitions call for a degree of “theoretical promiscuity” to 
enable broad engagement with diverse perspectives, this thesis brings together:  
• Sustainability transitions research with a focus on transitions management (Loorbach 2010) 
and grassroots innovations (Seyfang & Haxeltine 2012) that are geographically embedded in 
cities (Truffer et al. 2015), and socio-institutional approaches to transition studies that explore 
questions of agency and governance (Loorbach et al. 2017). Transition studies enables this 
thesis to engage with diverse theoretical perspectives, heuristic devices, and governance 
approaches that are informed by a large body of empirical case study research. 
• This thesis uses social innovation research as an agency-centred approach that builds capacity 
for community actors to affect social change through enabling tools and design experiments 
(Manzini 2015); and Transformative Social Innovation theory which focuses on narratives of 
change and the dynamics of transformation and capture in relation to institutional change 
(Haxeltine et al. 2016a).  Social innovation perspectives enable this research to overcome gaps 
in transition studies literature on the role of actors and agency in urban experimentation. 
• This thesis enrols the community economies field using anti-essentialist and post-structuralist 
thinking to reframe the economy and economic subjects (Gibson-Graham 2006) and create a 
wider role for grassroots actors in urban experimentation. Community economies thinking 
extends the exploration of enabling processes of transformation by mobilising reframing and 
interpretive analysis through the diverse economy framework to recentre grassroots agency.  
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1.2. Research Questions 
The overarching research question required investigation of several subquestions detailed below: 
 
Subquestions 
1) What frameworks and methods support action research of grassroots experimentation? 
This subquestion is addressed in Publication 1: ‘Asset Mapping and Social Innovation for Low 
Carbon Communities’ 
 
2) What are the direct impacts of urban experimentation from the participants’ perspective? 
This subquestion is addressed in Publication 2: ‘Direct Impacts of an Urban Living Lab from the 
Participants’ Perspective: Livewell Yarra’ 
3) How do institutional arrangements shape urban experimentation? 
This subquestion is addressed in Publication 3: ‘Design Experiments and Co-governance for City 
Transitions: Vision Mapping’ 
4) What are the dynamics of transformation and capture in urban experimentation? 
This subquestion is addressed in Publication 4: ‘Sharing Cities for Urban Transformation: 
Narrative, Policy and Practice’ 
5) How do new imaginaries of the city reframe the context of urban experimentation? 
This subquestion is addressed in Publication 5: ‘Sharing Cities: New Urban Imaginaries for Diverse 
Economies’ 
 
1.3. Structure of Thesis 
This thesis explores urban experimentation through action research of an urban living lab called 
Livewell Yarra that was established to encourage grassroots actors to undertake real-world 
experiments in low-carbon living within household and community settings. This thesis also utilises a 
multiple case study approach to investigate aspects of urban experimentation across a variety of 
socio-institutional contexts. The first publication develops an action-based framework using asset-
based community development and participatory co-design as capacity building methods and most 
significant change as an evaluation tool to support action research of grassroots experimentation 
within the urban living lab. This publication provides an innovative framework and methodological 
approach for supporting action research of grassroots experimentation that is informed by community 
economies and social innovation perspectives.  
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The second publication draws on most significant change interviews to evaluate the direct impacts of 
experimentation in the urban living lab from the perspective of participants. The action research led 
to the formation of small place-based decarb groups that supported each other through social 
learning. A transition team was established which functioned as a steering group and became the 
locus of reflexive governance activities. The findings suggest that social learning and empowerment 
processes can foster agency and transformation at the local level in a way that responds to place-
specific needs. The most significant change interviews also provide qualitative insights on leadership 
and ownership challenges that arise in the project governance of urban living labs.   
 
The third publication explores the Future Economies Lab case study which was part of a local 
government-led participatory planning process that engaged community participants to imagine 
future changes to Melbourne’s economy. It considers how design experiments can use enabling tools 
to co-produce new urban visions and prototypes of city futures. The findings suggest that institutional 
arrangements shape design experiments through process settings that reproduce existing governance 
practices and that polycentric co-governance and infrastructuring provide enabling processes that 
could empower citizens to have a more inclusive and self-directed role in city-making. 
 
The fourth publication uses Transformative Social Innovation theory to investigate how dynamics of 
transformation and capture emerge through narratives of change and grassroots mobilisation. The 
relationship between urban politics and experimentation are explored through a comparative analysis 
of Shareable’s Sharing Cities Network, a civil-society led movement to support social justice and the 
urban commons, and Airbnb’s Home Sharing Clubs which mobilises hosts and guests to lobby 
government for commercial-friendly home sharing legislation. The findings suggest that urban 
experimentation is poised between transformation and capture as civil society actors use enabling 
processes to drive transformative change towards urban sustainability that become co-opted by 
private sector actors to drive regulatory changes that serve commercial interests.  
 
The fifth publication uses community economies scholarship to explore the sharing city as a new 
urban imaginary that pre-figures alternative social practices, collaborative governance and modes of 
exchange that challenge a capitalocentric reading of the economy and urban transformation. The 
diverse economy framework is utilised as a heuristic device to interpret how sharing cities enrol 
alternative market and nonmarket transactions, paid and unpaid labour, reciprocal modes of 
exchange and commoning practices that reframe the context of urban experimentation and foster 
more inclusive transformation pathways that recentre the agency of grassroots community actors. 
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Collectively these publications allow a contribution to knowledge about the enabling processes of 
transformation in urban experimentation from actor-oriented perspectives through a variety of socio-
institutional contexts across geographies, actor networks and governance settings. The publications 
and exegesis do this through action-based methods, participatory evaluation and transdisciplinary 
theoretical perspectives that expand the terrain of urban experimentation research and practice.  
 
1.4. Research Significance 
This thesis makes an original contribution to the field by developing a novel agency-centred analysis 
of ‘transformative urban experimentation’ to reveal how social learning processes, institutional 
arrangements, dynamics of transformation and capture and new urban imaginaries can drive the 
transformation of cities towards sustainability. The significant methodological, theoretical and policy 
contributions are described below. 
 
1.4.1. Methodology 
This thesis brings together a unique combination of action-based methodological approaches. These 
include action research informed by asset-based community development, a strength-based process 
that mobilises community resources to find solutions to a range of social challenges and participatory 
co-design, a human-centred design methodology which uses enabling tools for social innovation. Most 
significant change interviews are utilised to evaluate the direct impacts of real-world experimentation, 
providing unique qualitative stories of change from the perspective of urban living lab participants. 
This research contributes to other scholarship that foregrounds methodological approaches using 
action research to understand grassroots experimentation (Ramos-Mejía & Balanzo 2018) and 
qualitative interviews documenting the personal experiences of living lab participants (Heiskanen et 
al. 2015), of which there is a significant gap in the field. The thesis also uses multiple case study 
research to investigate urban experimentation across a variety of socio-institutional contexts. 
 
1.4.2. Theory 
This thesis uses transition studies, social innovation and community economies scholarship to develop 
a new agency-centred analysis of urban experimentation that overcomes the limitations of 
investigating enabling processes of transformation from one theoretical perspective. This thesis 
contributes towards the conceptualisation of urban experimentation by widening the scope of inquiry 
into enabling processes of transformation from an actor-centric perspective by engaging with 
different theoretical frameworks and through multiple case study development across different socio-
institutional contexts. The Future Economies Lab case study reveals how enabling tools like mapping, 
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infrastructuring and prototyping provide agency-centred social learning processes and reveals how 
institutional arrangements shape the transformative potential of design experiments through 
empowering and disempowering process settings. The Sharing Cities Network case study reveals how 
urban politics plays out through dynamics of transformation and capture as civil society and private 
sector actors use narratives of change and grassroots mobilisation to drive urban transformation and 
change regulatory settings. This research utilises community economies scholarship to interpret how 
new urban imaginaries transform the opportunity context of urban experimentation using cultural 
theory, the diverse economy framework and reframing to recentre the agency of marginalised actors 
in urban sustainability transitions.  
 
1.4.3. Policy 
This thesis provides policy makers and urban innovators with agency-centred analytical approaches, 
concepts and methods to support the development of urban experimentation projects with a 
transformative agenda. It develops an action-based methodological approach for the establishment 
of an urban living lab using asset-based community development and participatory co-design to help 
build capacity for grassroots actors to participate in real-world experiments in a community setting. 
This research also demonstrates how institutional arrangements shape urban experimentation and 
empowerment through the selection of process settings in participatory planning and how dynamics 
of transformation and capture between competing actors manifest through narratives of change and 
grassroots mobilisation. This research also reveals how new urban imaginaries engender alternative 
transformation pathways through alternative visions and practices that foster social inclusion which 
has relevance for the New Urban Agenda, Right to the City and Sustainable Development Goals. 
 
1.5. Research Assumptions and Limitations 
This research assumes that human populations will continue to grow as projected and reach 10 billion 
people by the middle of this century, with 75% living in urban areas. The latest IPCC report (2018, p.6) 
projects global warming “is likely to reach 1.5°C between 2030 and 2052 if it continues to increase at 
the current rate”, with heatwaves in cities often amplified by urban heat island effects. The rationale 
for transformative change is obvious if human civilisation is to continue without massive social unrest 
and conflict, but the pathways to get there remain bound up in urban politics, government inertia and 
efforts by vested interests to maintain the status quo. This research acknowledges that any attempts 
to reimagine the agency, governance and imaginaries of urban experimentation must duly recognise 
that urban transitions are, and will continue to remain exceedingly complex, challenging and highly 
contested political endeavours. 
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The limitations of this research relate to the short-term nature of experimentation in urban living labs 
and other demonstration projects. While the planning, establishment and operation of Livewell Yarra 
took place over a two-year period, the action research component only ran for six months. The short 
duration of the urban living lab made ongoing monitoring a challenge given the focus on social learning 
activities to support low-carbon living which may have crowded out the opportunity for more reflexive 
modes of project governance. A longer project time frame would also have enabled additional 
evaluation to investigate whether small changes in lifestyle like switching to green energy and 
reductions in car use, were maintained by urban living lab participants since the conclusion of the 
formal action research. It would also be useful to learn what additional actions were taken at the 
household, small group and community level.   
 
This research draws from and contributes towards a growing body of case studies which reveal the 
potential for urban experimentation to drive transformative change towards sustainable cities. The 
multiple case studies developed for this research enabled me to investigate how urban 
experimentation can drive transformative change across different contexts including a place-based 
community arena (Livewell Yarra), a large metropolitan municipal arena (Future Economies Lab), 
trans-local networks (Sharing Cities Network and Home Sharing Clubs), and new urban imaginaries 
that create symbolic arenas (sharing cities) in multiple urban settings.  
 
A strength of multiple case study research is the ability to “generalise across several representations 
of the phenomenon” that can result in more compelling findings (Borman et al. 2006).  A potential 
limitation of generalising across contexts is that urban experimentation takes place within transition 
arenas that are context dependent and embedded within different institutional configurations, actor 
networks and governance structures (Raven et al. 2017, Evans et al. 2016). I have tried to overcome 
this by investigating how different aspects of urban experimentation emerge in the multiple case 
studies examined and develop an agency-centred analysis of enabling processes of transformation 
that provides the basis for further investigation across contexts. I selected action research as a mode 
of inquiry and focused on the direct impacts of participants to facilitate the practice and evaluation of 
more action-oriented approaches to grassroots experimentation. Specific subquestions related to 
grassroots experimentation, direct impacts, institutional arrangements, dynamics of transformation 
and capture, and new urban imaginaries were investigated to answer the main research question and 
contribute towards emerging socio-institutional approaches to transition studies that address the 
politics, agency and governance aspects of experimentation from a normative, reflexive and actor-
centric perspective (Loorbach et al. 2017, pp.610-611). 
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1.6. Situating the Researcher 
I have had a personal and professional interest in urban experimentation for over a decade through 
my research, advocacy and consulting. The action research I undertook for this thesis occurred under 
the supervision of Dr Robert Salter, where as a member of the academic leadership and transition 
team, I helped establish and coordinate the activities of Livewell Yarra, an urban living lab that 
operated in Melbourne between June and November 2015. This project demonstrated the challenges 
and potential of using action research to run an urban living lab, which is more difficult in reality than 
in theory.  
 
Livewell Yarra was a community effort that engaged with hundreds of people in the City of Yarra over 
the course of its short life span. It revealed to me the deep passion and concern that people have for 
a safe climate and the lengths they are willing to go to make changes, big and small, at a household 
and community level. Local communities care about the transition to sustainable cities but need 
support and encouragement to undertake social learning activities and grassroots experimentation. 
Local government can, and does play a lead role through programs, policies and funding to support 
capacity building in this emerging area. Academic leadership is also important and urban living labs 
provide a good starting point for creating the enabling platforms for urban experimentation to take 
place.  
 
In my role as consultant, I work with local governments and other public sector organisations to build 
capacity for grassroots innovation and collaborative governance as Director of Social Surplus, a 
strategy consultancy I founded in 2010. As the Australian editor of Shareable I advocate for the 
transition to socially just and sustainable cities through public talks, workshops, community 
engagement activities and solutions journalism.  
 
I believe it is a strength that my practice shapes my research and I am open about my normative 
perspective on the urgent need to reimagine urban governance to address the climate crisis and rising 
inequality. In addition to answering the research questions, my aim is to demonstrate why urban 
experimentation matters. It is my hope this thesis inspires grassroots actors, policy makers and 
scholars to engage with and develop agency-centred processes, methods and theories that support 
the ongoing research and practice of transformative urban experimentation. 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
Experimentation has been a focal point of transition studies scholarship and a great deal of research 
has been published in relation to its role in transformative change (Seyfang & Smith 2007; Smith & 
Raven 2012; Kemp & Loorbach 2006; Van den Bosch 2010). Sengers et al. (2016a) note that 
experimentation “occupies a central position within the field of sustainability transitions” (p.15), and 
can be defined as “an inclusive, practice-based and challenge-led initiative, which is designed to 
promote system innovation through social learning under conditions of uncertainty and ambiguity” 
(p.21). In a systematic literature review of experimentation, Sengers et al. (2016b, pp.1-2) make the 
important distinction between the positivist conception of controlled experimentation in the natural 
sciences with the social constructivist notion of socio-technical experimentation in transitions 
research in which: “society is itself a laboratory and a variety of real-world actors commit to the messy 
experimental processes tied up with the introduction of alternative technologies and practices in 
order to purposively re-shape social and material realities.”  
 
This chapter will explore key tensions in the literature on the politics and agency of sustainability 
transitions and interrogate claims that urban experimentation is inherently radical or transformative. 
A review of the literature will reveal that urban experimentation through transition arenas like urban 
living labs are not always socially inclusive, can overlook the needs of communities in which they are 
embedded, and often reinforce existing power structures and modes of governance. The review also 
identifies gaps in transition studies related to theoretical conceptions and empirical frameworks that 
provide limited room for actors to undertake experiments for urban transformation at the local level 
which makes it difficult to analyse enabling processes of transformation from an actor perspective.  
 
To address these limitations, design for social innovation is presented as an agency-centred social 
learning process which uses enabling tools like mapping, infrastructuring and prototyping to build 
capacity for grassroots experimentation. Transformative Social Innovation theory will provide a link 
between design for social innovation and transition studies and engage directly with the politics of 
experimentation through dynamics of transformation and capture, narratives of change and modes 
of distributed agency that challenge, alter or replace institutional arrangements. Community 
economies is introduced as a more radical means for researchers to cultivate grassroots agency using 
reframing to enact new subjectivities, post-neoliberal governance mechanisms and economic 
development pathways. Urban imaginaries of the sharing city will illustrate community economies 
thinking in action through alternative visions and practices that reframe urban experimentation to 
create new opportunity contexts that guide transformative interventions by a range of actors. 
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2.1. Governance of Sustainability Transitions  
Sustainability transitions is an emerging field of scholarship with a multi-disciplinary approach to 
research informed by science and technology studies, complexity theory and innovation studies 
(Markard et al. 2012). Transition studies posits that socio-technical systems exhibit strong path-
dependencies and undergo incremental change that is insufficient to address current sustainability 
challenges that instead require radical systems level transformation (ibid.). Sustainability transitions 
scholars developed the three-level model (Rip & Kemp 1998) comprised of niches, regimes and 
landscapes, often summarised as the multi-level perspective, or MLP (Jørgensen 2012). The MLP is 
conceived as a nested hierarchy comprised at the micro-level of niches, which are the site of radical 
innovations; the meso-level of regimes, which provide stability through technological trajectories; and 
the macro-level of landscapes comprised of deep and slow-changing structural trends (Geels 2002). 
Niches situated at the micro-level can incubate “radical novelties”, provide locations for “learning 
processes” and “space to build the social networks which support innovations” (ibid., p.1261). Niches 
provide alternative spaces for experimentation in sustainability transitions and have the potential to 
influence and inform the mainstream (Smith 2006). Sustainability transitions rely on niches to provide 
protective spaces for these radical alternatives to develop and become viable (Kemp et al. 1998).  
 
The MLP and related concepts have emphasized transition processes from a macro or systems level 
perspective, which according to Farla et al. (2012) “might have come at the expense of a more actor-
oriented and agency-sensitive analysis” (p.992). The MLP does not offer a granular perspective on the 
role of actors in transformation processes. Transition management is a core branch of transition 
studies that does address agency through a focus on governance issues and examines how various 
actors can be mobilised for sustainability (Kemp et al. 2007). Transition management is a model for 
managing transformative change in societal systems through a process of “searching, learning, and 
experimenting” (Loorbach 2007). Transition management offers an approach to governance and an 
operational model for sustainable development that is process-oriented and shaped by experiences 
from practice (Loorbach 2007, p.85).  
 
Transition management proponents have developed a reflexive cycle to mobilize actors known as 
frontrunners or change-agents which are selected to participate in transition arenas for 
experimentation and “learning by doing” (Loorbach 2010). According to Loorbach (2010, p.168), social 
learning is one of the key principles of transition governance that actors in transition arenas rely on to 
reveal a “variety of options” and to reframe “problems and solutions” via interaction between 
stakeholders. Reed et al. (2010, p.4) define social learning as “a change in understanding that goes 
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beyond the individual to become situated within wider social units or communities of practice through 
social interactions between actors within social networks.” 
 
Transition management projects have been typically coordinated by a transition team which is 
established to “manage both content and participatory processes” (Loorbach et al. 2015, p.53). The 
transition team is typically composed of academic researchers, city officials and other stakeholders 
that “prepares, documents, analyses, monitors, co-ordinates, manages, facilitates and evaluates the 
whole process, but also chooses the participants and feeds them with background information and 
detailed knowledge” (Wittmayer et al. 2011, p.31). The direct participation of researchers in 
coordinating experiments is a relatively new aspect of urban transition scholarship which as Nevens 
et al. (2013, p.113) observes, has been dominated by “an analytical rather than an action focus”. 
Wittmayer & Schäpke (2014, p.484) have developed a systematic analysis of the changing roles of 
researchers in process-oriented approaches like transition management, a new development for 
sustainability science which has privileged descriptive-analytical modes of knowledge over action-
based approaches where researchers have a greater role in facilitating transformation processes.  
 
According to Wittmayer & Schäpke (2014), transition management is a process-oriented mode of 
sustainability science that uses action research to drive transformation:  
In both action research and transition management, the explicit goal of “action” is real-life 
change. Researchers actively facilitate or participate in the learning process and in the actual 
experiments (e.g., the creation of paradigms or lifestyle icons of sustainability), they support in 
policy formulation, while at the same time observing, reflecting and analysing these actions and 
their relations to the long-term vision (p.487). 
These insights from transition management point towards the active role that researchers play in 
attempts to drive transformative change through experimentation using process-oriented processes. 
The next section will review how these processes unfold in the context of urban transition arenas.  
 
2.2. Urban Experimentation 
Experimentation is key to driving system innovation in process-oriented approaches like transition 
management, as Loorbach (2007, p.11) observes: “the only way that we can make progress in terms 
of sustainable development is to experiment and explore in a structured but flexible way, learning-by-
doing and doing-by-learning, and through that process develop sustainably.” The notion of real-world 
experiments (Guggenheim 2012) is key to understanding experimentation in the context of 
sustainability transitions and takes a variety of forms including changes to everyday practices at the 
household level (Jalas et al. 2017) to the grand challenges of climate policy and transition governance 
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(Van den Bosch 2010). There is growing recognition that real-world experiments in sustainability 
transitions need to be embedded in place (Coenen & Truffer 2012) and respond to particular 
geographies of transitions (Truffer et al. 2015). Frantzeskaki et al. (2017, p.361) have pointed out the 
rising significance of cities as a unit of analysis which: “emerge as spaces of opening, arenas of action 
which create opportunities for new ideas and solutions that follow the emergence of collective agency 
in governance.”  
 
In recent years the city has become an important site of experimentation for testing new social 
practices, technologies and governance approaches across a range of fields including sustainability 
transitions (Evans et al. 2016), geography (Kullman 2013) and science and technology studies 
(Karvonen & van Heur 2014). As Sengers et al. (2016b, p.10) observe: “Cities are sites of frantic 
interaction where multiple socio-technical systems connect, possibly providing opportunities for 
radical changes when tensions between multiple systems create windows of opportunity for agents 
of change.” A profusion of transition-oriented urban experiments have emerged over the last two 
decades in cities around the world that attempt to create new political spaces for urban governance 
between municipal, NGO and community actors (Bulkeley & Castán Broto 2013).  
 
Transition arenas are social environments where “alternative visions, agendas and actions” can be 
supported through social innovations outside of the dominant market or policy logics (Loorbach 2007, 
p.85). The creation of transition arenas involves problem structuring where the transition team 
develop “a vision, an agenda, and a social commitment to sustainability values” (Loorbach et al. 2015, 
p.54). With half the world’s population now living in urban areas, cities have become a logical 
transition arena to undertake co-creative collaboration, envision alternative economies and trial new 
governance experiments through open innovation systems like living labs (Nevens et. al. 2013).  
 
Urban living labs are a form of transition arena, a multi-actor governance instrument characterised by 
a normative focus on achieving sustainability goals which are determined by participants themselves 
through their interactions (Loorbach 2007). Urban living labs provide arenas for niche experimentation 
and learning through user-centred design and co-creation between diverse stakeholders at the local 
urban scale (Liedtke et al. 2012). The concept of living labs emerged from the work of William Mitchell 
at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) (Schumacher & Feurstein 2007) and have spread to 
numerous countries with over 130 labs listed as active members of the umbrella organisation ENoLL 
(https://enoll.org). According to Schumacher & Feurstein (2007, p.5), “William Mitchell argued that a 
Living Lab represents a user-centric research methodology for sensing, prototyping, validating and 
14 
 
refining complex solutions in multiple and evolving real life contexts”. Urban living labs have emerged 
more recently to create open innovation ecosystems across a range of areas, commonly including 
sustainability related areas such as the built environment, energy and transportation systems. 
 
The Governance of Urban Sustainability Transitions project (GUST), involving researchers from 
Sweden, the UK, the Netherlands and Austria, has identified five key characteristics of urban living 
labs which are integral to its design and processes: “geographical embeddedness, experimentation 
and learning, participation and user involvement, leadership and ownership, and evaluation of actions 
and impacts” (McCormick & Hartmann 2017, p.1). Nevens et al. (2013) observe that urban transition 
labs act as important innovation incubators that add an “extra dimension to the local urban 
governance approach” (p.116) through the creation of social learning environments that are led by a 
transition team able to embrace a variety of diverse perspectives in negotiation with key stakeholders 
in a reflexive manner.  
 
Given the learning-by-doing nature of urban living labs, it is crucial for researchers engaged in leading 
these projects to evaluate the effects of experimentation in transformation processes. Evaluation is a 
critical aspect of sustainability transitions that enables researchers to monitor experimentation, assess 
the transformational potential, feedback results, make improvements and inform future actions 
(Luederitz et al. 2017). Schliwa et al. (2015) have developed a threefold typology of direct, indirect 
and diffuse impacts to understand the success of urban living lab projects. Direct impacts can be 
measured from an economic, ecological or user perspective; indirect impacts could be follow-up 
activities where knowledge transfer or policy reform occurs at the regime level; and diffuse impacts 
refer to a change in normative values which is difficult to detect and often only retrospectively (ibid.). 
Researchers from the Finnish low-carbon labs program called Carbon-Neutral Municipalities used data 
derived from the perspective of local community participants and documented their personal 
experiences of being involved in local experimentation (Heiskanen et al. 2015, p.150). The participants 
interviewed in the Finnish case study emphasised the importance of small step-by-step achievements 
and practical demonstrations of low-carbon solutions which informed program evaluation.  
 
This thesis is interested in understanding how urban experimentation can drive transformative 
change. Much of the transition studies literature argues that sustainable transformation is required to 
bring about radical societal change for sustainable development (Rotmans et al. 2001) through 
governance innovations (Grin et al. 2010) and institutional change (Loorbach 2007). Evans (2016, 
p.429) observes that “urban experiments are an important vehicle for not only understanding the city 
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but also transforming it.”  McCormick et al. (2013) make a qualitative distinction between sustainable 
urban transformation and sustainable urban development:  
Sustainable urban transformation places a stronger emphasis on structural transformation 
processes, both multidimensional and radical change, which can effectively direct urban 
development towards sustainability. Put simply, sustainable urban development is primarily 
about development in urban areas while sustainable urban transformation is about 
development or change of urban areas. (p.4). 
Sustainable urban transformation therefore seeks to catalyse, intensify or accelerate structural 
transformation processes to direct urban development towards radical sustainability goals (ibid.). The 
next section will explore how these enabling processes of transformation play out through two key 
tensions in the literature related to the politics and agency of experimentation.  
 
2.2.1. Interrogating Urban Experimentation  
It is alluring to view experimentation as the panacea to sustainable urban transformation but the 
concept itself warrants greater critical interrogation. In a recent special issue in the Journal of Cleaner 
Production, the editors point to the exciting potential of experimentation as a new mode of 
governance but caution that it runs the risk of becoming a distraction and maintaining business-as-
usual: “although there is agreement that experiments can provide innovative, participatory 
approaches to climate governance, questions arise on why and how they emerge, who the agents are 
and what the experiments actually achieve” (Hildén et al. 2017, p.2).  Karvonen et al. (2014) similarly 
question the role of experimentation as a mode of urban change by asking:  
what exactly do experiments do and how do they reframe the notion of sustainable urban 
development? Do they provide a viable alternative to conventional modes of urban 
development or do they simply repackage change in the appealing rhetoric of innovation? Do 
experiments replace long-term, comprehensive planning with incremental, one-off 
interventions or do they aggregate into new modes of urban governance that can harness 
innovation effectively? (p.105). 
 
Experimentation for urban transformation involves many complex interactions between different 
actors and institutions with competing visions, narratives and normative goals that shape the purpose 
and nature of the experiments being undertaken. This reflects key tensions in the literature specifically 
related to the politics and agency of urban experimentation that warrants further critical examination.  
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2.2.1.1. The Politics of Experimentation 
The first key tension relates to the politics of urban experimentation and its relationship to urban 
governance and urban development. In a recent book Frantzeskaki et al. (2017) describe urban 
sustainability transitions as: 
inherently political, moved forward by processes of (dis)agreement, contestation, competition, 
negotiation, compromise and conflict…Urban sustainability transitions are not smooth 
processes in which all actors find a common project and advance collectively through a well-
marked, manageable path. Rather, transitions are unpredictable and unruly processes that 
different actors can influence in different ways (pp.14-15). 
Making the connection between urban experimentation and urban politics, Bulkeley & Castán Broto 
(2013, p.372) argue that experiments are a critical vehicle to accomplish urban climate governance 
and take different forms linked to broader contexts of urbanisation and socio-technical systems which 
establish the opportunities for transformative change.  
 
Over the last 40 years free market policy has radically altered the broader context of urban 
development and resulted in the rise of neoliberalism as “an ideology, mode of city governance, and 
driver of urban change” (Hackworth 2007, p.2). Hodson & Marvin (2009) discuss how these shifts are 
manifested through competitive urban logics of “globalization, privatization and deregulation” which 
“structure possibilities and constraints upon urban governance” (p.197). Through a case study of 
critical infrastructure, Hodson and Marvin (ibid., p.200) highlight the close relationship between public 
and private sector interests that: “provide a locus for ‘collaboration’ between world cities and key 
corporates, where they develop a particular view of both ‘the problem’ of resource constraints and 
climate change, and ‘the solution’”. Other examples of urban governance being re-configured by 
vested interests to promote market-based forms of sustainable development include BP’s urban 
laboratory experiments in London where a specific technological solution was dropped in without due 
consideration of community opposition: “A key consequence of this view of the city, in the case of 
London, was that it failed to acknowledge possibilities of local agency and in particular opposition to 
a representation of London as a technology showcase” (Hodson & Marvin 2007, p.317). 
 
While et al. (2010) observe how sustainable development and agendas of transition governance 
related to carbon controls in urban settings have been incorporated by neoliberal urban policy and 
note that: “the reality is that sustainable development has been transformed into an ideology and it 
is widely criticized for being co-opted within neoliberal modes of governance” (p.76). Related to this 
Karvonen et al. (2014) have analysed three discourses of sustainable urban development where 
experimentation plays a major role ─ ecology and resilience, climate change governance and socio-
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technical transitions ─ and found that “experiments are defined, institutionalized and enrolled into 
neoliberal development schemes in a variety of different ways while sharing the same vocabulary and 
normative goal of enacting radical change” (p.108). Karvonen et al. (2014) continue that: “experiments 
are often advertised as being progressive but in reality they tend to reinforce existing power structures 
and differentials. In this way, experimentation is surprisingly unreflexive and fails to challenge existing 
modes of governance” (p.113).  
 
The framing of urban experimentation as having radical potential to drive transformational change 
does little to ensure the governance processes or structural shifts being sought respond to the needs 
of the communities within which these change processes are embedded. Pointing to the example of 
living labs and demonstration projects, Evans (2016, p.430) argues that while experimental spaces for 
urban governance have been driven by a willingness to improve urban environments, “the social 
inclusiveness and disruptive potential of the ‘improvements’ sought through urban experimentation 
beg critical scrutiny”, and goes on to ask, “on whose behalf do urban experiments seek to make change 
and to what degree is this change truly transformational?”  
 
If, as McCormick et al. (2013) suggests, structural transformation processes require “different 
solutions and approaches” (p.4), what shape might these alternative solutions and approaches to 
experimentation take? Karvonen et al. (2014) argue that urban experimentation should embrace new 
possibilities of place-based innovation and urban development strongly tied to progressive values:  
The transformative potential of experimentation does not lie in a series of one-off experiments 
where knowledge gleaned is fed into existing policy mechanisms, but in establishing a process 
of governance that challenges and disrupts the status quo by reorienting policy and planning 
around inclusive innovation and learning activities (p.113).  
This opens up the potential for urban experimentation to deliver more radical political transformation 
of cities, as Karvonen et al. (ibid., p.113) states: “If we begin to understand experiments in cities as 
urban politics by another means, then the challenge of experimentation is to go beyond the existing 
constellation of actors and develop more participatory agendas that can imagine significantly different 
urban futures.” Yet these agendas need to consider local urban context and place-specific processes 
which carry established actor networks, discourses, power relations and institutional arrangements 
(Raven et al. 2017, p.3).  
 
So, who decides which actors get to undertake experiments and which visions of urban futures frame 
experimentation for urban transformation? As Frantzeskaki et al. (2017) observe: “as deliberate 
attempts to bring about a change, actions directed towards catalysing a transition confront first the 
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generation of sustainability visions of the urban future that can help aligning the actors’ objectives 
and resources which may initiate action; and to bridge the expectations created in such visions with 
the possibilities to act at the local level” (pp.14-15). To engage with the politics of sustainability 
transitions requires an understanding of which actors are involved and how their power relations 
interact and change (Avelino & Wittmayer 2015, p.1). The nature of agency and the capacity for agents 
to undertake experiments for urban transformation at the local level remains something of an open 
question in transition studies and has received limited attention. This discussion leads to the second 
key tension identified in the literature specifically related to the role of agents and agency in 
sustainability transitions. 
 
2.2.1.2. The Role of Agency in Experimentation 
Elements of transitions scholarship focus on the significance of agency in the theory and practice of 
sustainability transitions (see: Farla et al. 2012, Grin et al. 2011). Loorbach et al. (2017) observe that 
transition research “seeks to understand how different types and forms of agency influence the speed 
and direction of transitions and how they can be engaged, can be empowered, and can more 
effectively contribute to desired transitions” (p.617). Yet detailed conceptualisations of actors and 
agency has until recently remained largely absent from the literature from both a theoretical and 
empirical perspective.  As mentioned, Farla et al. (2012, p.992) note that an emphasis on the macro 
level and systems perspectives “might have come at the expense of a more actor-oriented and agency-
sensitive analysis”. Markard et al. (2012, p.963) suggest that the “roles of the different actors in 
transitions and the underlying conceptualization of agency is certainly one of the crucial topics to be 
explored in our field”, and welcome further input from scholars.  
 
In addition to this, Avelino & Wittmayer (2015, p.3) note a weakness in the literature towards agency-
centred approaches and suggest that “most contributions in transition studies which refer to actors 
are troubled by conceptual ambiguity—do they refer to specific individuals or individual organizations, 
to more generalized categories of actors or to roles of actors?”. Avelino & Wittmayer put forward their 
multi-actor perspective as a “heuristic framework for specifying different categories of actors at 
different levels of aggregation” (2015, p.17). de Haan & Rotmans (2018) also view actors as poorly 
represented in transition studies due to a bias in conceptualising transitions as a fight between 
competing systems and technologies resulting in a gap so that “the actions of people are somewhat 
of an afterthought in the explanations we are used to in the field” (p.275). 
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In a recent systematic literature review of actors and agency in transition studies, Fischer & Newig 
(2016) identified four typologies that cluster actors in transitions scholarship: systemic, institutional, 
governance and intermediaries (p.15). Systemic are niche, regime and landscape actors; institutional 
refers to state, market and civil society; governance are local, regional, national and global governance 
actors; and intermediaries refers to NGOs, government or semi-government agencies that connect 
different scales. Fischer & Newig’s review demonstrates that current scholarly conceptions of actors’ 
potential ability to influence transitions is either weak or non-existent in the literature and that 
“almost all actors have limited agency” (ibid., p.15). Fischer & Newig’s findings point to this actor 
weakness being acute at macro level theorisations due to the way actors are understood to have 
limited capacity to affect transitions at the landscape level in the context of the MLP (Geels 2002). The 
systematic literature review also found that actors are considered to have weak agency at the micro 
scale too where community actors and bottom-up approaches are viewed as essential to “energy 
savings and behavior changes” but are conceived as having little to no role in more significant 
transitions related to local governance policy (Fischer & Newig 2016, p.9). These findings drawn from 
the literature point to a limited role for agency-centred approaches to urban experimentation based 
on current theoretical perspectives and modes of analysis developed by transition studies.  
 
It is therefore necessary to widen the scope of inquiry into the role of actors and agency in 
experimentation for urban transformation given the various gaps identified in relation to conceptual 
ambiguity from a theoretical and empirical perspective. A range of grassroots and civil society-led 
approaches have sought to develop more agency-centric responses to transitions such as Transition 
Towns (Hopkins 2011) and Carbon Rationing Action Groups (Howell 2009) both starting in the UK, and 
the Sustainability Street neighbourhood-level program in Australia (Bandicoot 2004). These self-
organising local sustainability initiatives develop bottom-up alternatives that mobilise local 
community actors to reduce emissions, influence others around them and seek broader structural 
reform (Middlemiss & Parrish 2010).  
 
The literature on grassroots innovation embeds community action in its investigation of changes at 
the niche level and provides an important agency-centred analysis on the role of civil society actors as 
“agents of change in transition processes” (Seyfang & Haxeltine 2012). In the mid-2000s grassroots 
innovation developed as a new theoretical approach in response to the UK Government’s sustainable 
development strategy, to bridge the divide between technological innovation with its emphasis on 
market-based solutions, and the community- led social economy with its potential for systems change 
(Seyfang & Smith 2007). 
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There has been an outpouring of community-led grassroots innovation at the niche level that focus 
on self-provisioning in areas of food, energy, housing and local currencies (Seyfang & Smith 2007). 
Grassroots innovations bring together technological innovation and community action through a 
diversity of niche-based solutions that exist beyond the market economy (Seyfang & Smith 2007). 
Examples include a range of community projects and social enterprises like community energy, 
sustainable housing, worker-owned co-operatives and urban agriculture. Grassroots innovations are 
responsive to local needs and initiated by civil society actors like community groups and voluntary 
organisations with a mix of social and sustainability motives (Martiskainen 2017).  
 
Grassroots innovations are a contested space as they involve framing of sustainability interventions 
that can challenge or maintain existing inequality, social exclusion and hierarchies (Smith 2014). Smith 
& Ely (2012) argue that questions of citizen participation are vitally important, and that grassroots 
innovation should create spaces that are “inclusive in its process, as well as the outputs” of sustainable 
development. Smith (2014) makes the point that policy calls to “democratise innovation” are 
inadequate if they focus on the products of grassroots innovation over the processes of community 
development and fail to confront the political challenges in opening-up innovation systems to citizens: 
At stake here are differences in framings of grassroots innovation. A more challenging framing 
sees grassroots innovation as providing a space for people to experiment, and in so doing build 
up power to do alternative developments in ways that challenge the structural priorities of 
incumbent innovation systems (p.5). 
The democratisation of innovation systems in the context of experimentation raise tensions between 
bottom-up and top-down approaches between diverse actors. Karvonen et al. (2014) suggest that the 
“paradoxical notion of institutionalizing experimentation is what sets the contemporary activities of 
experiments apart from experiments in previous decades” and this creates the potential to 
“operationalize sustainable development more widely” but also exposes these initiatives to “the 
danger of capture by neoliberal development strategies” (p.107). Karvonen et al. (ibid., p.107) argue 
that the value of experimentation lies not in the intervention itself but in new institutional 
arrangements that bring together a range of actors in a reflexive process which can be applied 
elsewhere to control and steer innovation.  
 
This section has reviewed tensions in the literature on the role of agents and agency in transition 
studies analysis of urban experimentation. Grassroots innovation theory provides an approach that 
recentres the agency of community actors in sustainability transitions that opens up possibilities for 
transformative interventions. The next section explores how social innovation and design-led 
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approaches attempt to build capacity for grassroots actors to undertake experiments using enabling 
tools and support from intermediaries.  
 
2.3. Social Innovation 
As innovation systems open to a wider range of participants it remains important that experiments 
remain socially inclusive and rebalance asymmetries that exist in power relations, actor competency 
and social authority, lest they reproduce existing power structures. For urban experimentation to 
become more democratised new governance practices and enabling processes are required that 
address these concerns. Grin et al. (2017) point out that intermediaries play an important role by 
working with grassroots innovators to create “new institutional strata” that require “new ways of 
experimenting, intervening and coordinating” (p.363). Social innovation is an approach that bridges 
the gap between top-down and bottom-up actors that leverages intermediary organisations through 
enabling tools for trialling new governance approaches and uses design experiments to generate 
novelty for actors with “weak formal authority” (Matschoss & Heiskanen 2017). 
 
This section explores how social innovation democratises experimentation through diffuse design 
carried out by everyday people that engage with intermediaries using enabling tools like mapping, 
infrastructuring and prototyping to carry out experiments. Social innovation overcomes some of the 
identified gaps in the transition studies literature on the limited role for community actors to have 
agency at the micro scale (see: Fischer & Newig 2016) and contributes towards an agency-centred 
approach to experimentation that builds capacity for individuals, communities and institutions to 
collaboratively develop local solutions to a range of complex challenges. It has gained widespread 
take-up in innovation policy, health promotion and carbon mitigation through the work of 
organisations like the Young Foundation and the National Endowment for Science, Technology and 
the Arts (NESTA) in the UK. Manzini & Rizzo (2011) have documented numerous examples of projects 
that have used social innovation for what they describe as “sustainable everyday solutions” in 
neighbourhood renewal (the Amplify project, USA), urban farming (Dott07, UK), and social integration 
(Malmö Living Labs, Sweden). 
 
In the Open Book of Social Innovation, Murray et al. (2010, p.3) define social innovation as “new ideas 
(products, services and models) that simultaneously meet social needs and create new social 
relationships or collaborations. In other words, they are innovations that are both good for society 
and enhance society’s capacity to act.” NESTA defines social innovation as: “innovation that is 
explicitly for the social and public good. It is innovation inspired by the desire to meet social needs 
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which can be neglected by traditional forms of private market provision and which have often been 
poorly served or unresolved by services organised by the state” (ibid., p.10). In 2010 NESTA’s Big Green 
Challenge (BGC) awarded £1 million in prize money to community–led projects designed to achieve 
“measurable carbon reduction” using social innovation (Cox et al. 2010). The BGC developed an 
approach called mass localism to mobilise community resources and combine local action to national 
scale by developing distributed solutions which rely less on: “scaling up ‘best practice’ models and 
creating more opportunities for communities to develop their own solutions and to learn from each 
other” (Bunt et al. 2010). 
 
In a review of social innovation for the European Commission, Moulaert et al. (2017) note the difficulty 
in defining the term given the plurality and overlap of definitions, initiatives and actions, but 
nonetheless come up with this working definition: “we consider SI as a combination of at least 3 
dimensions: collective satisfaction of unsatisfied or insufficiently met human needs, building more 
cohesive social relations and, through socio-political bottom-linked empowerment, work toward more 
democratic societies and communities” (p.10). What unites these concepts is the intention for social 
innovation initiatives to address unmet needs by empowering community actors typically excluded 
from innovation systems, and to build capacity for these individuals and organisations to affect social 
change through new socio-material relationships in the interests of generating public good outcomes. 
The next section introduces design for social innovation as a framework that builds capacity for 
grassroots actors to undertake experiments through enabling tools like mapping, infrastructuring and 
prototyping which this thesis argues are important enabling processes of transformative change.  
 
2.3.1. Design for Social Innovation 
Design for social innovation is a social learning process to catalyse socio-technical transformation 
through actions along a spectrum from diffuse design by everyday people, to expert design carried 
out by professionals, or a hybrid of bottom-up and top-down approaches (Manzini 2015, p.40). Design 
for social innovation has taken insights from design thinking to develop products and services and 
applied it towards fostering broader socio-technical changes and system innovations (Ceschin 2014, 
Ceschin & Gaziulusoy 2016). Design thinking has been part of the shift towards co-production in the 
public and social sectors and has been used to guide innovation that is more “experimental, iterative, 
concrete and citizen-centred” (Bason 2010, p.174). As a social learning process, design for social 
innovation has applied design thinking to societal challenges through a large number of design 
experiments with citizens and institutions to enable learning-by-doing and transform innovation 
contexts (Rizzo et al. 2017, p.4).  
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Italian sustainable design professor Ezio Manzini has been a leading proponent of design for social 
innovation through his books, papers and the global network of design labs he founded called DESIS. 
According to Manzini (2014, p.65), design for social innovation is “a constellation of design initiatives 
geared toward making social innovation more probable, effective, long-lasting, and apt to spread.” 
The DESIS network has auspiced multiple design for social innovation projects like Malmö Living Labs 
in Sweden, a multi-year endeavour across varied sites that worked with local community actors to 
address inequality, unemployment and alienation in the city (Manzini & Staszowski 2013).  
 
Design for social innovation presents an agency-centred process for undertaking experimentation at 
the human scale of relationships, localities and communities. The local arena is a critical site for design 
experimentation through what Manzini terms the ‘SLOC scenario’ ─ small, local, open, connected ─ 
which provides a “new vision of how a sustainable, networked society could take shape” (2015, p.178). 
In Manzini’s view socio-technical systems are comprised of “small, diverse and connected” solutions 
that have become distributed due to their localised multiplicity and the networked nature of the new 
economy (2013). Examples include distributed infrastructure through community-led renewable 
energy systems; distributed food production through zero-mile food and community-supported 
agriculture networks; and distributed fabrication through new production systems in the form of 
FabLabs and makerspaces (Manzini 2015, pp.18-19).  
 
In a network economy distributed systems afford small-scale experiments and grassroots innovations 
new possibilities by creating a “mesh of connected local systems, the small scale of which makes them 
comprehensible and controllable by individuals and communities” (Manzini 2011). Manzini notes the 
importance of actors and agency and argues that distributed systems require social innovation to 
succeed and “can only work if groups of dedicated people decide to adopt them and commit 
themselves to their implementation” (ibid., pp.17-18). The next section reviews how design for social 
innovation uses enabling tools to build capacity for everyday people and expert designers to 
undertake experiments through social learning processes to drive transformative change.  
 
2.3.2. Enabling Tools 
Design for social innovation is a form of social learning aimed at the “construction of socio-material 
assemblies for and with the participants in the projects” (Manzini & Rizzo 2011, p.201). Manzini 
developed the term enabling experiment to describe the creation of “favourable environments to 
enable local actors to take active role as co-creators in the development and proliferation of social 
innovations” (Ceschin 2014, p.4). This approach produces design devices known as enabling tools that 
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include collaborative mapping, infrastructuring and prototyping as catalysts for new actions and 
events (Ehn, 2008 cited in Manzini & Rizzo 2011, p.200). Enabling tools like collaborative mapping 
make grassroots innovations visible, infrastructuring encourages emergent forms of experimentation, 
and prototyping uses participatory co-design to pre-figure future solutions. These enabling tools 
engage active citizens in the development of experiments to “put on stage” visions of future lifestyles 
and make them tangible (Manzini & Jegou 2003). Examples include the Sustainable Everyday 
exhibition and City Eco Lab which demonstrated visons and scenarios of sustainable living using local 
community input (Manzini 2015).  
 
Proponents of design for social innovation leverage enabling tools like collaborative mapping to create 
opportunities for more agency-centred approaches to experimentation. Collaborative mapping 
combines digital technologies with community development processes to create an “enabling 
environment” for social learning as a design intervention to amplify weak signals and make unseen 
dimensions of city life “visible and tangible” (Manzini 2015, p.121). Various collaborative mapping 
projects have developed in recent years to visualise, amplify and enact local social innovations using 
enabling tools like OpenStreetMap and Green Maps. These collaborative mapping initiatives are 
typically spearheaded by civil society actors and action researchers working toward sustainability 
transitions, and/or to co-produce new forms of urban spatial relations for distributed systems of 
production, consumption and exchange (e.g. community gardens, tool libraries, Repair Cafés, platform 
co-operatives, open design and distributed manufacturing etc.; see Gibson-Graham et al. 2013; 
Shareable 2018; Cohen 2017). 
 
Examples of collaborative mapping include the TransforMap collective which emerged in Germany 
following the call by commons activist Silke Helfrich in 2013 to bring together the various alternative 
economy mapping initiatives that were until that point disconnected and developed in isolation as 
closed data silos (Lebaeye & Richter 2015). TransforMap has since developed an atlas of 226 maps 
from around the world and is working to make these resources more visible, accessible and 
interoperable on a single mapping system. Shareable, the action hub for the sharing economy, 
launched the Sharing Cities Network in 2013 with the use of MapJams (collaborative mapping) as a 
core strategy for community building (See Publication 4). Both of these examples use collaborative 
mapping as an enabling tool to build capacity for grassroots agency and bring diverse urban 
stakeholders together for social learning to drive transformative change.  
 
Malmö Living Labs shows how enabling tools can be used to co-design “small-scale experiments in real  
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world contexts” with marginalized groups of people that were recognised as valuable “unused assets” 
(Hillgren 2013, p.76 & p.79). Experiments included a neighbourhood-based mobile game to explore 
the city (Urblove); a Bluetooth distributed hip-hop music channel by immigrant youth on local bus 
routes (Blue Bus); and a design jam to develop game ideas for Arabic culture (Arabic Game Jam). These 
participatory design-led local projects are conceived of as short-term, small-scale experiments that 
need to be amplified and nested within enabling platforms like Malmö Living Labs to achieve larger-
scale transformation at a city-level (Manzini & Rizzo 2011, p.209). Within the context of design for 
social innovation, these experiments allowed for new actors to enter through an open process of 
ideation and prototyping that creates space for generative problems, opportunities and solutions to 
arise with no “final expected result” (ibid., p.211). This approach to nesting, scaling and generativity 
creates opportunities for transformative change through design-led learning processes that responds 
to the fluid and open-ended nature of experimental practices in urban contexts (Raven et al. 2017).  
 
Geoff Mulgan from the Young Foundation points to visualisation and a user-centred approach as 
strengths of design for social innovation, but weaknesses include a lack of implementation ability, the 
high-cost of design consultants and superficiality of some proposals (Cited in Hillgren et al. 2011). In 
addressing these concerns, action researchers from Malmö Living Labs highlight that design for social 
innovation practitioners can overcome the limitations of project-based work through infrastructuring, 
a continuous process to build peer-to-peer collaboration and trust with diverse stakeholders through 
an “open-ended design structure without predefined goals or fixed timelines” (Hillgren et al. 2011, 
p.180). Malmö Living Labs illustrate how the process of infrastructuring can create more structured 
opportunities for ongoing, fluid and inclusive experimentation between diverse city stakeholders.  
 
Prototyping is another key enabling tool and social learning process used in design for social 
innovation. Rapid prototyping brings small teams together using creative media to develop a drawing, 
model or storyboard. Prototyping has been popularised by organisations like IDEO (2014) and is used 
to generate, test and refine ideas using emergent collaboration. Prototypes are generally reviewed 
for desirability, feasibility and viability, with the most robust turned into pilot projects. The Young 
Foundation developed the idea of slow prototyping as a gradual means to facilitate a “scaling-up 
process” and create solutions that are better able to meet the needs of specific communities in their 
location specific contexts (In Hillgren et al. 2011, p.173). While design for social innovation builds 
capacity for grassroots actors and institutions to trial new social learning processes using enabling 
tools like mapping, infrastructuring and prototyping, it does not engage directly with the politics of 
experimentation nor questions of power between competing actors in urban sustainability transitions.  
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2.3.3. Transformative Social Innovation 
Transformative Social Innovation (TSI) theory provides a link between design for social innovation and 
transition studies through the development of a theoretical framework to analyse the power dynamics 
of experimentation and insights into how social innovations become transformative. TSI theory is a 
nascent field of research which applies social innovation to the field of sustainability transitions by 
developing a middle-range theory drawn from empirical research into the dynamics of 20 
transnational networks for transformative change including Transition Towns, the Slow Food 
movement and Shareable’s Sharing Cities Network (Haxeltine et al. 2016a). TSI theory looks at how 
different agents of transformative social innovations “work together to create new social relations, 
and innovate new forms of doing, organising, framing and knowing” (Haxeltine et al. 2017, p.12). 
These include the performance of practices and use of technologies (doing); how the social innovation 
is configured or governed (organising); how issues are defined and imaginaries created (framing); and 
the use of cognitive resources and competencies (knowing) (Haxeltine et al. 2016b, p.9).  
 
TSI theory views transformative social innovation as an emergent result of context-based interactions 
between the social innovations in question with other actors and institutions and become 
transformative “when they challenge, alter, replace or produce alternatives to well-established social 
relations, and ways of doing things” (Dumitru et al. 2017, p.2). The capacity to achieve sustainability 
transformation by developing alternatives to entrenched social relations explicitly relates to how 
social innovations transform “current institutional arrangements” and drive “dominant institutions 
towards more sustainable solutions” (Haxeltine et al. 2018, p.16).  
 
Transforming institutional arrangements remains an ongoing challenge because as social innovations 
advance transformative processes to drive change they face capture by vested interests and dominant 
institutions: 
social innovation initiatives need explicit political tactics and strategies to deal with the 
challenge of institutionalising social innovation for sustainability, in doing so they must navigate 
between achieving transformative change on the one hand versus being influenced, even 
captured, by currently dominant institutions on the other hand (Haxeltine et al. 2018, p.13).  
These dynamics of transformation and capture have been raised earlier in the chapter in relation to 
the way sustainable urban development has been enrolled into neoliberal modes of governance to 
create stronger linkages between public and private sector interests in the provision of market-led 
solutions to critical infrastructure and the reinforcement of existing power structures.   
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From the vantage point of TSI theory, these dynamics of transformation and capture are conceived as 
key governance challenges which relate to resistance from incumbent actors at attempts to drive 
transformative change and the dialectical processes that emerge between the activities of competing 
actors. Pel & Bauler (2015) argue that capture dynamics are not about niche-regime clashes “but 
rather interactions between dominant and subaltern actors, and entanglement of hegemonic and 
counter-hegemonic discourses” (p.4). As social innovations attempt to drive transformative change 
dialectical processes emerge between transformation and capture as dominant and subaltern actors 
reposition and co-shape competing strategies and responses. Dynamics of transformation and capture 
reveal an important link in TSI theory between competing actors, institutions and urban politics 
through co-evolving narratives of change that engender new social relations and practices.  
 
TSI theory views narratives of change as a fundamental enabling process of transformative social 
innovation initiatives as they reveal key ingredients to the social construction of why change must 
happen, who is empowered to do so and how it can be achieved:    
More often than not, social innovation initiatives play on the ability of words to convince 
individuals, unite groups, frame reality and evoke imagination: stories do not simply recount 
experiences but open up novel ways of looking at things and new possibilities for action. They 
reflect and at the same time create reality… (Wittmayer et al. 2015, p.2) 
Narratives are key to making sense of how agents of social innovation use “ideas, concepts, 
metaphors, discourses or story-lines about change and innovation” to enact transformative change 
(ibid., p.2). TSI theory takes a constructivist approach to narrative by analysing how agents of social 
innovation use stories in attempts to create different social realities or futures based on normative 
goals. Haxeltine et al’s. (2018) analysis of four empirical cases of social innovation networks including 
the Transition Network, Ecovillages, Slow Food and Credit Unions, found that each of these networks 
have developed novel narratives of change “that link discourses and concerns in society more 
generally to a particular vision and set of proposed solutions” (p.20). These narratives are adaptive 
and change over time in response to “game-changers” like the 2008 economic crisis which are “macro-
developments that are perceived to change the (rules, fields and players in the) ‘game’ of societal 
interaction” (Avelino et al. 2014, p.9).  
 
Narratives of change provide an agency-centred approach to experimentation by creating new 
“generative paradigms” which inspire social innovation through “counter-narratives and movements 
that propose alternative visions” to the dominant systems (ibid, p.13). Such alternative visions are 
evident in emerging discourses on the new economy, the sharing economy, the commons and circular 
economy which seek to “replace, complement, or transform the mainstream economic system with 
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alternative paradigms” (Loorbach et al. 2016, p.15). Narratives are also fundamental to understanding 
how experimentation can drive transformative change in the context of urban development.  
 
TSI scholars have analysed how new economy counter-narratives from Transition Towns, and Sharing 
Cities, to Participatory Budgeting and Impact Hubs, seek to challenge the dominant neoliberal 
discourse of urban economic development and drive broader structural transformation of the 
economy (Longhurst et al. 2016). New economy counter-narratives seek to displace the logic of 
neoliberal market rationality and its narrative of economic growth, privatisation, expert decision-
making and private enterprise, as the preeminent form of economic organisation (ibid., p.69). Such 
narratives of change create a wide role for citizens as agents of social innovation in the urban economy 
and question the market’s primacy in the allocation of economic resources (ibid., p.73). 
 
In the context of urban transition arenas, Longhurst et al. (2016) argue that cities provide the 
“supportive geographical context” and “resources and visibility” for these narratives of change and 
related experiments to emerge. According to TSI scholars, urban narratives of change have significant 
material consequences because they reframe the action space of urban economies and in doing so 
create new opportunities to drive urban transformation:  
The acknowledgement of their existence therefore is not only to open up the possibility space 
of what urban transformation might entail, but is to also challenge dominant imaginaries of 
urban economies, so we can begin to imagine the city as a site of multiple, co-existing and 
overlapping diverse economies. In this way these alternative narratives challenge dominant 
framings of what constitutes the urban economy and how it might be transformed (ibid., p.73).  
 
Narratives can also play an important role in specific geographic contexts by creating new social 
relations and empowering actors undertaking transition experiments. Frantzeskaki et al. (2018) use 
the case study of an urban living lab in Rotterdam which strengthened neighbourhood resilience to 
argue that narratives of place when linked to a transformative vision can have an impact on the 
dominant institutional setting and create transformative agency: 
Through establishing new sense of place (e.g., via place meanings), creating transformative 
agency is possible given that, symbolic meanings strengthen ties in the community and can 
mobilize action to transform the place into the place imagined/aspired to (p.13). 
This notion of transformative agency relates to how narratives of place can engender new opportunity 
contexts, social relations and webs of meanings between actors undertaking local experiments for 
urban transformation. Beyond the geographical notion of place, agents of social innovations are also 
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conceived to have the ability to transform places of power, overcome system lock-in and influence 
dominant institutions through policy, civil society and markets (Haxeltine et al. 2018, p.12).  
 
Another way that TSI proponents address the role of actors in experimentation is through the notion 
of distributed agency whereby social innovations that start as local experiments can become 
“connected and standardised trans-locally and/or transnationally across multiple different sites in 
space and time.” (Haxeltine et al. 2016b, p.10). This resonates with Manzini’s (2015) notion of 
distributed systems and the SLOC scenario whereby social actors can increase the impacts of social 
innovations through replication, connection and adaptation in different local contexts (pp.179-180).  
 
As discussed, experimentation is also bound up in broader contexts of urbanisation, modes of 
economic development and governance. The transformative potential of social innovations relates to 
how these structural contexts provide an “opportunity context for human agency” which for some 
actors relates to changes in “regimes, institutions, or rules”, while for others is more about framing 
the context itself in new ways (Avelino et al. 2017, p.41). Civil society actors use narratives of change 
in attempts to both frame the urban context and change the rules through alternative economic logics 
with cities as crucial “experimental spaces” for these discourses to emerge and “form the basis of a 
more fundamental transformation in the urban economy” (Longhurst et al. 2016, p.69-70). The next 
section explores how community economies provides a useful framework to engage with the politics 
of experimentation, social transformation and changing structural contexts by using language to 
reframe urban economic development, cultivate grassroots agency and imagine post-capitalist futures 
and alternative economic practices that diversify and reclaim the economy (Gibson-Graham et al. 
2017).  
 
2.4. Community Economies 
The community economies field offers a practice-based approach to experimentation which shares 
concerns with aspects of social innovation but with a specific focus on fostering a diverse economy 
that prioritises social justice and inclusion (Gibson et al. 2013). Community economies scholarship is 
interested in re-enacting economy, re-subjecting communities, individuals and researchers in new 
worlds of possibility, and promoting collective action (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013). The community 
economies field deals with creating new representations of the economy by reframing economic 
subjects (Gibson-Graham 2006) and placing these subjects as the starting point for change (Ireland & 
McKinnon 2013). Community economies’ researchers are concerned with performative practice to 
30 
 
“reshape the world”’ through situated politics that focus on enabling local communities to take site-
specific actions (Cameron & Hicks 2014).   
 
Community economies proponents address transformation from an anti-essentialist and post-
structuralist feminist perspective through a “politics of economic possibility” that brings together the 
“complex intermixing of shared language, embodied practices, non-hierarchical organizations, 
emplaced actions and global transformation (Gibson & Graham 2009, p.38). According to community 
economies scholars, transformation is enacted through narratives of transformation which are for 
“performing other worlds” by bringing to life the social changes being described in the stories that 
social actors (researchers and subjects alike) tell about the world: “It is therefore crucial that we 
cultivate representations of the world that inspire, mobilize, and support change efforts even while 
recognizing very real challenges” (Gibson-Graham et al. 2017, p.4). Narratives of transformation have 
much alike with TSI theory’s narratives of change, a key distinction being that community economies 
scholars become active participants in experiments to build capacity for grassroots agency by 
cultivating new subjects, economic practices and modes of governance.  
 
From a community economies perspective governance is framed in terms of cultivating new forms of 
economic subjectivity, subject formation and self-transformation: “The understanding that the 
economy is something we do, rather than something that does things to us, does not come naturally 
or easily. Innovative economic subjects must be nurtured and cultivated to value and act upon their 
interdependence” (Gibson et al. 2013, p.459). The process of cultivating new subjects and widening 
the scope of economic possibility is accomplished through various modes of action research that bring 
together community economies researchers with local residents and those marginalised by 
mainstream economic development to: “coproduce new social enterprises, community supported 
production and marketing, and commons management” (Gibson-Graham et al. 2017, p.21). 
 
Asset mapping is a form of asset-based community development that community economies 
researchers use within the context of the diverse economy framework, a heuristic device to reveal 
alternative transactions, labour and enterprise, and create new pathways for economic development:  
Whereas conventional economic development usually starts with the presumption that a 
community is lacking in and therefore needs capitalist development, the Community 
Economies project presumes the opposite; it affirms the presence of hidden assets and 
capacities that could provide a useful starting place for previously unimagined development 
paths (Gibson et al. 2013, p.456).  
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Asset mapping proponents suggest it can support community development by appreciating and 
connecting the implicit capacities and strengths of local communities.  
   
Another central aim of community economies scholarship is to imagine alternative realms of 
possibility and wider roles for communities, researchers and the economy through the process of 
reframing. Reframing has been used to develop alternative economic indicators to GDP that are linked 
to social and environmental wellbeing such as Gross National Happiness and the Happy Planet Index 
(Gibson-Graham et al. 2013). Reframing has also been used by a variety of social actors from slavery 
abolitionists and trade unionists to health and environmental campaigners. Gibson-Graham (2008) 
point to Doreen Massey’s (2007, p.89) reframing of London, from a protagonist of neoliberal 
globalization, to that of an ethical world city defined by political and economic struggle with a 
redefined ontology of urban place that is relational and “set within, and internally constituted through, 
complex geometries of differential power. This implies an identity that is, internally, fractured and 
multiple” (Cited in Gibson-Graham 2008, p.622). Reframing therefore creates opportunities to 
develop new narratives of transformation that enrol a multiplicity of diverse actors, economic logics 
and governance approaches.   
 
Community economies practitioners also seek to “broaden the horizon of economic possibility” and 
turn to inspiration from the feminist and sexual identity movements which have, and continue to, 
transform people’s lives and societies around the world in a very short amount of time: “These social 
movements illustrate how thinking and acting differently in discreet locations can have global 
consequences. The notion of broadening the horizon also highlights the value of a form of politics that 
connects the dots between seemingly small and isolated actions and “scales them out” through 
processes of adaptation, translation, and reinterpretation” (Gibson-Graham et al. 2017, pp.19-20). 
The themes of connecting small actions and scaling them out shares much in common with Manzini’s 
SLOC scenario (2011) from design for social innovation and TSI theory’s notion of distributed agency 
(Haxeltine et al. 2016b). Both the SLOC scenario and distributed agency illustrate how in a network 
society small and local experiments can become nodes in a global network of related activities if they 
remain open, comprehensible and controllable by individuals and communities. In this way local urban 
experiments can scale out, and connect to, other trans-local systems to have impact on a global scale. 
In addition to narratives of change, new transition pathways also require compelling images and 
visions of the future to orient and guide actors involved in various modes of urban experimentation 
to drive transformative change. The next section explores how urban imaginaries frame the structural 
opportunity context for agents of change in urban experimentation processes.  
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2.5. Urban Imaginaries  
Cities are a canvass on which to dream about the future and project our hopes, fears, politics, modes 
of governance and policies of economic development. Given cities have become critical arenas to 
undertake experiments in urban transformation, it is important to ask the question: ‘what are cities 
transforming into’? Urban imaginaries structure the context for experimentation through visions of 
the city that determine which actors get to play a role in driving transformative change and prioritise 
certain practices over others. Rather than being abstracted from lived experience, urban imaginaries 
are embodied and structure action through images which inform the perception of urban actors: 
An urban imaginary is the cognitive and somatic image which we carry within us of the places 
where we live, work and play. It is an embodied material fact. Urban imaginaries are thus part 
of any city's reality, rather than being only figments of the imagination. What we think about a 
city and how we perceive it informs the ways we act in it (Huyssen 2008, p.3). 
 
Urban imaginaries also convey a sense of purpose, meaning-making, and are a powerful medium to 
communicate overlapping and sometimes competing narratives. Urban imaginaries can reframe 
dominant narratives and create new narratives of change that place social actors in various stories of 
urban life, reveal certain pathways while at the same time obscure other possibilities: 
These narratives tell the story of the city, produce its history, set its many boundaries, define 
its culture, or hierarchically situate its dwellers around the categories of class, race, religion, 
sexual orientation, or ethnicity, and map these onto certain city spaces and remove them from 
others. (Cinar & Bender 2007, p.xiv). 
Cities reflect a diversity of imaginaries defined by the interactions between its dwellers, spatial 
configurations, the aspirations of different social groups and constantly changing uses over time.  
 
Urban living labs help illustrate how urban imaginaries manifest and shape the context of sustainability 
transitions. Urban living labs enrol multiple urban imaginaries including the smart city, the low-carbon 
city and the resilient city (Marvin et al. 2018). Each of these imaginaries have a specific history, set of 
values and political concerns. The vision of a smart city plays to neoliberal themes of technocracy, 
global competitiveness, and top-down systems of control. While the smart city vision has gained 
traction in urban policy, there is little evidence to suggest that the implementation of smart solutions 
either enhances liveability or reduces carbon emissions (Cavada et al. 2015). Critics of the smart city 
suggest it is used by global technology firms to sell new products, legitimates a green growth agenda, 
reframes citizens as consumers and turns the city into a digital marketplace which renders it: “less 
resilient in the face of future social and climatic risks” (Viitanen & Kingston 2014). Urban imaginaries 
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bring together narratives, images and visions of the city that reflect specific modes of economic 
development and policy logics which in turn frame the context of experimentation.    
 
Urban imaginaries are also a highly contested space where different actors vie for legitimacy and seek 
to advance competing agendas. In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis the imaginary of globalisation 
evoked the notion of an experimental city, which according to May & Parry (2016) follows a neoliberal 
development agenda that frames experimental logics within a narrow economic focus of capital 
accumulation. In this imaginary of globalisation, city elites equate success “according to how 
imaginatively they have responded to opportunities provided in the neoliberal economy” rather than 
“community-based alternatives” (May & Parry 2016, p.36). The imaginary of globalisation also ignores 
the role that neoliberalism and market-led solutions may have played in creating structural 
inequalities to begin with.  
 
To reframe this narrow neoliberal imaginary of the experimental city, May & Parry (2016) call for 
“responsible urban experimentalism” that embraces grassroots innovations as a response to the 
obduracy of current urban systems and to open up experimentation to marginalised actors and 
provide proof that alternative forms of working and living exist (p.44). In a similar vein, Oosterlynck & 
Gonzales (2013) suggest the 2008 financial crisis has created space to experiment with new urban 
imaginaries which they describe as discursive representations but questions remain: “whether they 
serve to reinforce ongoing neoliberal urban restructuring or effectively produce new, post-neoliberal, 
urban governance rationalities” (p.1076). New urban imaginaries have emerged in recent years which 
present more citizen-centric images and visions of city futures outside of neoliberal development 
pathways. These imaginaries reframe the city in more inclusive terms and provide new opportunity 
contexts for transformative agency, narratives, and modes of governance to emerge.  
 
The sharing city is a new imaginary of urban transformation that valorises peer to peer collaboration, 
citizen participation and shared infrastructure to create greater social and economic inclusion. Sharing 
cities proponents tell a new story of the sharing economy grounded in grassroots innovation, 
municipal provision of sharing infrastructure and diverse forms of sharing that engender social justice, 
economic democracy and ecological sustainability (Shareable 2018). The sharing cities imaginary was 
pioneered by Shareable, a nonprofit action hub and news site for the sharing economy that uses 
narratives of change and enabling tools like collaborative mapping to encourage urban 
experimentation that brings civil society, local government and alternative market actors together to 
create new forms of sharing for the common good.  The sharing cities imaginary inspired local 
governments including Seoul and Amsterdam to formally declare themselves Sharing Cities and drive 
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new institutional arrangements through policies and programs to make their city assets like public 
buildings, vacant land and open data more amenable to sharing (Johnson 2014, Miller 2015). 
 
The city as a commons is another new urban imaginary that creates post-neoliberal pathways for local 
government to play a key enabling role in making services, programs and staff available to the 
community to support urban transformation through polycentric co-governance. One of the best 
examples of co-governance can be found in the City of Bologna’s ‘Regulation on Collaboration 
Between Citizens and the City for the Care and Regeneration of Urban Commons’ that supports active 
citizens to co-lead city interventions through collaboration agreements, an instrument that aligns 
deliberative processes and intent with a legal contract between citizens and the municipality (City of 
Bologna 2014). Such experiments in co-governance through “public-private partnership of people and 
communities” are underway across other cities in Italy with five types of actors including social 
innovators, public authorities, businesses, civil society organizations, and knowledge institutions 
(Iaione 2016, p. 438). The ‘partner city’ approach is a complementary set of policy proposals to support 
an alternative political economy of peer production and participatory politics that was refined in the 
City of Ghent through the Commons Transition Plan (Bauwens & Onzia 2017). New urban imaginaries 
like sharing cities and the city as a commons demonstrate how alternative structural contexts outside 
of neoliberal market and policy logics can support transformative modes of urban experimentation. 
New imaginaries provide a guiding vision for urban actors to develop new economic practices through 
the social production of value, and modes of polycentric co-governance which have transformed 
institutional arrangements in cities like Bologna and Ghent.  
 
2.6. Chapter Summary 
This chapter has shown how transition studies conceptualise urban experimentation processes as 
drivers of transformative change within transition arenas like living labs. A review has revealed key 
tensions in the literature related to the politics and agency of experimentation and design for social 
innovation and community economies scholarship are put forward as agency-centred approaches that 
can respond to some of these shortcomings. TSI theory has shed light on the role narratives of change, 
institutional arrangements and dynamics of transformation and capture play in urban politics. The 
final section explored how new imaginaries of the city reframe the structural opportunity context for 
transformation in urban experimentation processes. This chapter and the findings from the 
publications are developed further in the discussion and conclusion chapters of this exegesis to 
provide a novel agency-centred analysis of urban experimentation and enabling processes of 
transformation towards sustainability. 
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3. Research Methods 
This thesis examines different modes of urban experimentation to determine how it can drive 
transformative change towards sustainability. 
 
This thesis by publication addressed five research questions:  
1. What frameworks and methods support action research of grassroots experimentation? 
2. What are the direct impacts of experimentation from the participants’ perspective? 
3. How do institutional arrangements shape urban experimentation? 
4. What are the dynamics of transformation and capture in urban experimentation? 
5. How do new imaginaries of the city reframe the context of urban experimentation? 
 
Each of these research questions has been addressed in the relevant publications, which appear in full 
after 6.2 (See Table 1). This chapter describes the multimethod research used to develop this thesis.  
It provides details of the action research that was undertaken for the Livewell Yarra urban living lab 
(Publications 1 and 2). It also provides details of the multiple case study research for Publications 3, 4 
and 5 using an adaption of Eisenhardt’s (1989) “roadmap for building theories from case study 
research”, and the documentary data that was collected for this thesis.  
 
Publications  Theories Methods 
1) Asset Mapping and Social Innovation for 
Low Carbon Communities 
• Transition studies 
• Grassroots innovation 
• Community economies 
• Design for social 
innovation 
• Action research 
• Asset-based community 
development 
 
2) Direct Impacts of an Urban Living Lab from 
the Participants’ Perspective: Livewell Yarra 
• Transition management 
• Urban living labs 
• Reflexive governance 
• Social learning 
• Action research 
• Asset-based community 
development 
• Participatory co-design 
• Most significant change 
3) Design Experiments and Co-governance for 
City Transitions: Vision Mapping 
• Design for social 
innovation 
• Polycentric governance 
• Grassroots innovation 
• Empowerment 
Multiple case study research  
4) Sharing Cities for Urban Transformation: 
Narrative, Policy and Practice 
• Transformative social 
innovation theory 
• Narratives of change 
Multiple case study research 
5) Sharing Cities: New Urban Imaginaries for 
Diverse Economies 
 
• Community economies 
• Diverse economy 
framework 
Multiple case study research 
 
Table 1: Research publications, theories and methods  
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3.1. Multimethod Research 
Multimethod research uses two or more different styles of research within a single study and unlike 
mixed-method research is not constrained to the combination of qualitative and quantitative 
approaches but is open to the full range of methodologies available to social researchers (Hunter & 
Brewer 2015). Multimethod research utilises different research methods and data sources to enhance 
the “confidence in findings” through triangulation of results and provides for greater flexibility in 
approaching research questions (Bryman 2003).  
 
This thesis combined several different methodologies and forms of data collection including action 
research and multiple case study research. Asset-based community development and participatory 
co-design was used to carry out the action research for the Livewell Yarra urban living lab and most 
significant change research was used as a participatory evaluation tool to collect data from qualitative 
interviews with participants (Publications 1 and 2) – (See: Table 2). Action research guided the overall 
design of urban living lab activities and specific tools like asset mapping and rapid prototyping were 
used to build capacity for community participants to undertake grassroots experimentation. The 
specific rationale for using action research methodologies is discussed in section 3.1.1.  
 
A multiple case study method was used to answer research questions regarding different aspects of 
urban experimentation across a variety of socio-institutional contexts.  The Future Economies Lab case 
study enabled this research to investigate how institutional arrangements shape urban 
experimentation in the context of a large metropolitan municipal arena (Publication 3). Comparative 
case studies of Shareable’s Sharing Cities Network and Airbnb’s Home Sharing Clubs explored the 
dynamics of transformation and capture in trans-local networks (Publication 4). Cases of 
transformational sharing were used to interpret how new urban imaginaries of the sharing city 
reframe the context of experimentation through symbolic arenas in multiple urban settings 
(Publication 5) – (See: Table 4). Documentary data was collected from peer-reviewed literature, 
external documents, websites and reports for the development and analysis of multiple case studies. 
The methodological approaches and data collected are described in further detail in the following 
sections.   
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3.1.1. Action Research – Livewell Yarra  
Action research was used to plan, act, observe and reflect on transition governance and low-carbon 
living experiments in the Livewell Yarra urban living lab (Publications 1 & 2). Action research is a 
participatory research method that can empower community groups to apply their knowledge and 
skills towards a common purpose (Koshy et al. 2010), through an iterative spiral of practice (Kemmis 
& McTaggart 2005). The urban living lab was located in the City of Yarra, a small inner urban 
municipality in Melbourne and took place from June to November 2015. The action research was 
designed to generate community action for low-carbon living through niche experiments at the 
household, small group and community level. The action research for Livewell Yarra brought together 
academic researchers from Curtin University (Dr Robert Salter, the project initiator and me, the PhD 
student researcher), members of the local community (urban living lab participants that included 
members of the transition team and decarb groups), and project officers from the City of Yarra (local 
government partners). The urban living lab research was funded by the CRC for Low Carbon Living Ltd. 
supported by the Cooperative Research Centres program, an Australian Government initiative.   
 
In action research the role of the researcher exists along a continuum from “detached observer” to 
“full participant” (Olsen 2010). I was a “participant observer” which meant that I was identified as a 
PhD student researcher to participants in the project. In this role I helped facilitate and coordinate the 
living lab as a core member of the transition team but was not a full participant in carbon reduction 
activities. As an action research project, the academic leadership team (Dr Robert Salter and I) reached 
out to self-selected change-agents made up of local community members who were actively engaged 
in responding to the climate crisis and had already taken steps to reduce their household carbon 
emissions. The purpose of the action research was to catalyse the formation of a transition team 
responsible for governance of the urban living lab and place-based small groups known as decarb 
groups, as an arena for social learning and experimentation in low-carbon living.  
 
The methods included asset-based community development, participatory co-design and most 
significant change interviews (See: Table 2). These methods were intentionally selected to support 
urban living lab participants to develop grassroots agency and undertake various experiments in low-
carbon living. Two asset mapping workshops (held in August 2015) were used to leverage participants 
strengths by identifying personal skills and capabilities referred to as ‘gifts of the head’ (things I know 
about), ‘gifts of the heart’ (things I care about) and ‘gifts of the hands’ (skills I know how to do), and 
to encourage social learning, appreciative inquiry and action. Participatory co-design was used to 
further build capacity for grassroots agency using enabling tools including human-centred design to 
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develop project ideas and create rapid prototypes for further consideration (in September 2015). Most 
significant change interviews were conducted face-to-face and via telephone to evaluate the direct 
impacts of experimentation in the urban living lab from the participants’ perspective. 
 
Action Research 
Livewell Yarra: Urban Living Lab 
Publication and Subquestion  
#1 What frameworks and methods support action research of grassroots experimentation? 
 
#2 What are the direct impacts of experimentation from the participants’ perspective? 
 
Research Methods Data Collection 
• Asset-based community development 
• Participatory co-design 
• Most significant change 
• Asset maps 
• Rapid prototypes 
• Most significant change interviews 
• Peer-reviewed literature, websites, reports 
Table 2: Action research overview  
 
The transition team coordinated all activities of Livewell Yarra including the launch at Fitzroy Town 
Hall (in March 2015), the creation of a website, social media, email newsletter and introductory video. 
The transition team attended monthly meetings to develop the activities of the urban living lab which 
resulted in the creation of small peer support groups called decarb groups which met once a month 
and were provide with knowledge resources and encouraged to undertake a variety of grassroots 
experiments in low-carbon living. Topical workshops on low-carbon living (First Thursday workshops) 
were also developed to assist with social learning and were held over the duration of the urban living 
lab. Participants were given a consent form to sign and information statement that explained the 
process in detail before deciding to participate in research activities (See: Table 3). 
 
Activities   Approach  Participants Involved 
Transition team meetings Planning, operations and reflexive governance 12 
Decarb group meetings Small group meetings, grassroots experiments, and 
social learning activities 
100 
First Thursday workshops Presentations, panels and group discussions 120 
Asset mapping workshops Asset-based community development 12 
Co-design workshop Participatory co-design and rapid prototyping  6 
Participant interviews Most significant change to evaluate direct impacts 16 
Table 3: Livewell Yarra urban living lab activities, approach and participants 
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Figure 1: Livewell Yarra transition team meeting at Carlton Library 2015 (Source: O’Shea 2015). 
 
 
Figure 2: Livewell Yarra launch by Mayor Vlahogiannis at Fitzroy Town Hall (Source: O’Shea 2015). 
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3.1.1.1. Asset-based Community Development 
The action research for Livewell Yarra used asset-based community development as a method to build 
capacity for community actors to undertake grassroots experiments in low-carbon living. Asset-based 
community development (ABCD) is a mode of action research that builds capacity of local actors based 
on existing strengths rather than unmet social needs. ABCD is a strength-based enabling tool 
developed by Kretzmann & McKnight (1993) that mobilises a community’s existing resources to find 
solutions to a range of social challenges. ABCD has been used by a wide array of projects to reveal the 
hidden assets of communities (Mathie & Cunningham 2003) and create location-specific solutions 
such as in the Latrobe Valley Community Partnering Project, a community economies project where 
four social enterprises were created by community participants and action researchers using the 
diverse economy framework (Cameron & Gibson 2005). 
 
ABCD operates in contrast to prevailing needs-based approaches to community development and 
instead works from the assumption that “effective community transformation starts with the 
strengths, skills, capacities, dreams and aspirations of local people” (Gibson & Cameron 2001). 
According to Kretzmann & McKnight (1993) ABCD is a method to release people’s capacities, 
strengthen the individuals involved, and through this process strengthen the communities and 
institutions those individuals are interconnected with. McKnight & Block (2011) suggest that ABCD 
enables new community possibilities to emerge by looking within the community to find an abundance 
of resources and then making these assets visible, connected and usable. Every community’s assets 
are unique and multifaceted and include individual capacities or ‘gifts of the individual’, citizen’s 
associations whether cultural, religious or recreational, and formal institutions like local government, 
schools and private businesses (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993). I selected ABCD as a methodology 
because it provided a community-led approach to experimentation that privileges grassroots agency 
and transformation based on mobilising and connecting up individual strengths, community networks 
and local institutions.  
 
3.1.1.2. Asset Mapping Workshops 
I conducted two asset mapping workshops with participants to identify gifts of the head, heart and 
hands, during the operation of the Livewell Yarra urban living lab. Asset mapping is a practical 
approach to asset-based community development that has been used in variety of settings including 
as a planning tool to engage young people in Vancouver (Brown 2009) and by the NHS to assist in 
creating a network of volunteer health champions in England (Community health champions 2012). 
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Asset mapping is a participant-driven way to make the invisible visible, help local communities connect 
the dots in their neighbourhoods and reveal new pathways for active citizenship.  
 
The two asset mapping workshops were held in August 2015 with 12 participants from a number of 
local decarb groups to reveal participants’ latent assets and build capacity to take action in the areas 
of low-carbon living. These assets took many forms including knowledge about sustainable housing, 
passion for bike riding and hands-on skills in composting and waste minimisation. Participants were 
then encouraged to appreciate each other’s assets and use these as a way to build stronger 
connections within the decarb groups to support grassroots experimentation and social learning.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Box 1: Livewell Yarra asset mapping workshop overview 
 
Introduction 
Every community can identify things it does not have (needs) and things it does have 
(assets). A strong community is built upon identifying and then mobilising its assets. 
 
Sharing stories 
Sharing personal stories can help build on our existing strengths. 
Group is asked the following sample questions: 
• Share a personal sustainability goal you’ve achieved that you’re most proud of. 
• Why are you involved in Livewell Yarra? 
 
Identifying individual gifts, skills, and capacities 
What do we, the community, have? 
The assets of a community may be viewed on a number of different levels: 
• Individuals; 
• Associations; 
• Institutions; 
• Physical infrastructure;  
• Local Businesses 
 
All groups have positive assets and can contribute to the community eg: 
• Assets include time, ideas, creativity, fresh perspectives, tradition and history, 
knowledge, experience, skills, ideas, creativity, enthusiasm and energy; 
 
Team up in pairs and discuss with your partner 3 “gifts” you can offer the group.  
• Head: ‘I have some knowledge around…’ 
• Heart: ‘I am passionate about…’ 
• Hands: ‘I know how to…’ 
 
Gift Circle 
Invite each pair to present back to the group their partners’ assets. 
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Figure 3: Livewell Yarra asset mapping workshop 1, Clifton Hill (Source: Sharp 2015). 
 
 
Figure 4: Livewell Yarra asset mapping workshop 2, Clifton Hill (Source: Sharp 2015). 
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3.1.1.3. Participatory Co-design 
Participatory co-design is a form of design for social innovation that uses enabling tools like 
prototyping to generate, test and refine ideas using emergent collaboration. Participatory co-design 
has become embedded in healthcare through the advent of citizen-led services (Leadbeater 2004) and 
public sector innovation (Bason 2010) in what John Thackara (2006) describes as the shift from 
“designing for to designing with.” Participatory co-design has also been used by a variety of local actors 
including the City of Greater Dandenong’s development of its food strategy (McEoin 2014) and by the 
Australian Government (DHS) under its reform agenda to improve the delivery of public services 
(Lenihan 2012). 
 
Participatory co-design was used as an enabling tool to support grassroots experimentation by 
Livewell Yarra participants through the development of a project for low-carbon living with 
stakeholders from outside of the living lab. Participatory co-design uses human-centred toolkits, which 
provide a practical framework for collaborative ideation and prototyping. The two main toolkits 
utilised for this research were the D.School Bootcamp Manual (Stanford D.School 2010) and HCD 
Toolkit (IDEO 2014) both of which outline a process of design thinking in practice. 
 
I facilitated a participatory co-design workshop that was held in September 2015 to develop an early 
stage buddy system project to match bicycle riders and non-riders in the City of Yarra, the brainchild 
of two urban living lab participants. The idea for this project was motivated by the desire to increase 
the uptake of cycling in the City of Yarra, encourage more active forms of transport and reduce carbon 
emissions. Participatory co-design was used to help participants brainstorm as many ideas as possible 
related to the concept. People then formed into small design teams and collaboratively developed 
simple paper-based rapid prototypes using markers and paper. Another four workshops were held 
with the bike project leaders to develop a business model canvas and set of value propositions, but 
this experiment did not advance beyond the concept stage. 
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Box 2: Livewell Yarra co-design workshop overview 
Co-design Intro 
Co-design is a form of social innovation that enables community participation to generate, test 
and refine ideas using emergent collaboration. 
 
Design Challenge Intro 
Introduce a Livewell Yarra Design Challenge by telling a few stories of problems that led to the 
design challenge. These would be stories related to how people have experienced taking actions 
to reduce their carbon emissions.  
 
How Might We Statements 
Generalise above stories into How Might We? opportunity statements. 
 
Brainstorming 
Ask the group to come up with as many ideas as possible related to the HMW statements. 
 
Rapid Prototyping 
• Ask group to partner in teams of 2-4. Small teams help everyone to have a role. 
• Ask teams to pick one solution from the brainstorming boards.  
• Prompt teams to make their chosen solution tangible, using markers & butchers paper. 
 
Feedback 
Invite the group to respond to each individual prototype. Ask what people thought of the process.  
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Figure 5: Livewell Yarra bicycle project co-design workshop, Melbourne (Source: Sharp 2015). 
 
 
Figure 6: Livewell Yarra bicycle project rapid prototyping, Melbourne (Source: Sharp 2015). 
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3.1.1.4. Most Significant Change Interviews 
Most significant change (MSC) interviews were conducted as a participatory evaluation method to 
gather “stories of change” from Livewell Yarra participants. According to Dart & Davies (2003, stories 
are a core aspect of the MSC approach as they encourage non-experts to contribute their evaluation 
reflections and keep focused on “concrete outcomes” instead of referring to abstract criteria (p.140). 
MSC interviews revealed the direct impacts experienced by participants through their involvement in 
Livewell Yarra, surfaced challenges that had arisen and gave people involved the opportunity to 
discuss ideas for future activities. Most significant change interviews also enabled participants to 
develop their own personal narratives of change (TSI theory) and reframe themselves as active 
subjects capable of personal transformation (community economies). Most significant change 
interviews were conducted face-to-face and via telephone with 16 Livewell Yarra participants between 
December 2015 and January 2016 to understand the most significant changes experienced through 
their involvement in the urban living lab from their perspective. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Box 3: Livewell Yarra most significant change interview questions 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. I am collecting stories of people’s 
experience taking part in Livewell. These interviews will contribute to the monitoring, 
evaluation and ongoing learning of the work of Livewell now and into the future.  We are 
gathering information by collecting stories of “Most Significant Change”.  
 
These interviews will be used for a number of purposes which include:  
• Capturing the insights of participants  
• Finding out what changes participants are experiencing  
• Identifying emerging issues and opportunities  
• To share results with participants, partner organisations and other key 
stakeholders  
 
A number of participants have been invited to participate.  I am delighted that you have 
agreed to talk with me. I have some questions to ask you about your experiences of 
involvement in Livewell. The interview should take up to 30 minutes to complete and it 
will really be more of a chat. Are you happy for me to take notes/ record?  If you want to 
say anything off the record please let me know.  We will use some quotes/ stories from 
what you have said in in reports and communication – Are you happy with this?  
 
Questions 
• Tell me how you first became involved with Livewell. 
• What do you think was the most significant change resulting from your 
involvement in Livewell to date? (Describe a story from your point of view). 
• Why was this story significant for you? 
• Any advice on how to improve Livewell in the future? 
• Anything else to add? 
That is all the questions I have. Anything else you would like to add? 
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3.1.2. Multiple Case Study Research  
This thesis applied an inductive multiple case study approach to collect data from multiple cases of 
urban experimentation, which was analysed and synthesised to allow patterns to emerge for the 
purpose of expanding existing theory (Bhattacherjee 2012, p.95) – (See: Table 4). This is approach is 
adapted from Eisenhardt’s (1989) “roadmap for building theories from case study research”, an 
iterative process that begins with research questions, uses multiple data collection methods, employs 
within-case and cross-case analyses, interrogates existing literature and culminates in the publication 
of results. 
 
Case study research is an interpretive method used for in-depth inquiry of “real-life phenomenon” 
within “contextual conditions” that are specific to the study in question (Yin 2009, p.18). This thesis 
used multiple case study research to enable different modes of urban experimentation to be 
investigated. Multiple case studies offer several advantages to the limited scope of a single case study 
including broader inquiry across different contexts and the ability to analyse contrasting cases, which 
creates the opportunity for more compelling outcomes and robust results (Yin 2013, p.8). Urban 
experimentation is well suited to multiple case study research given the variation across contexts of 
geographical place, actor networks and institutional arrangements identified in the theoretical review.   
 
Multiple Case Study Research 
Future Economies Lab  
Sharing Cities 
Publication and Subquestion Case Study Data Collection 
#3 How do institutional 
arrangements shape urban 
experimentation? 
Future Economies Lab 
• Vision Mapping 
 
 
• Consultant reports, websites, 
City of Melbourne reports 
and project plans, citizens 
jury reports and peer-
reviewed literature. 
#4 What are the dynamics of 
transformation and capture in 
urban experimentation? 
 
Sharing Cities 
• Sharing Cities Network 
• Home Sharing Clubs 
• Government reports, 
corporate documents, peer-
reviewed literature, working 
papers and published 
interview transcripts. 
#5 How do new imaginaries of 
the city reframe the context of 
urban experimentation? 
Sharing Cities 
• Transformational sharing 
• Transactional sharing 
• Peer-reviewed literature and 
working papers. 
Table 4: Multiple case study research overview 
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3.1.3. Documentary Data Collection and Analysis 
This thesis utilised a range of publicly available documentary data that was collected and analysed to 
develop multiple case studies. Documentary data collection is a key technique in social science 
research to gain insight into the “phenomenon of interest or to corroborate other forms of evidence.” 
(Bhattacherjee 2012, p.107). As Yin observes: “documentary information is likely to be relevant to 
every case study topic” (2009, p.101). The documentary data collected included consultant reports, 
local government project plans, websites and citizens jury documents (Publication 3); grey literature 
from academic research reports, working papers, published interview transcripts, and corporate 
documents (Publication 4); and peer-reviewed literature from scholarly media including journals and 
book chapters (Publications 1-5). Literature reviews were also undertaken for each publication to 
situate each case study within relevant knowledge domains.  The published peer-reviewed literature 
was chosen based on keyword searches in scholarly databases and selection of special issues that 
addressed specific aspects of urban experimentation related to my research questions. Data analysis 
occurred in concert with data collection through fieldnote reflections on key tensions and debates 
within the field of sustainability transitions, developing new relationships across knowledge domains, 
identifying critical gaps in the literature and emerging insights on the development of an agency-
centred analysis of transformative urban experimentation.  
 
3.1.4. Positionality of the Researcher 
Action research was chosen to guide the development of social learning activities and experiments in 
low-carbon living given the strongly normative goals of the Livewell Yarra urban living lab, which was 
established to inspire real-world change and drive transformation towards sustainability in the context 
of a place-based community arena. Action research enabled the academic research team (Dr Salter 
and me) to speak directly to the needs of the community participants using qualitative methods 
designed to catalyse action within the transition team and decarb group settings. Action research 
raised challenges in terms of balancing the needs of the academic research team with the interests of 
community participants in a real-world setting which manifested through leadership and ownership 
tensions that arose during the urban living lab and which are addressed in the Discussion chapter 
(Section 5.3.1). As a participant observer in Livewell Yarra I was involved in setting up and running the 
activities of the urban living lab and my support for low-carbon living was made clear to community 
participants from the outset. As an action researcher I selected strength-based methods (asset-
mapping and co-design) and MSC interviews to foreground the strengths and interests of community 
participants and surface the direct impacts of experimentation from their personal perspectives, 
rather than collecting data that reinforced my worldview.  
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4. Publication Summaries 
The following section provides a summary of each publication submitted as part of this thesis. 
The full publications are provided after 6.2. Each publication answers a subquestion of this thesis as 
outlined in Table 5. 
 
Title  Subquestion Publication status 
Publication 1 
Asset Mapping and Social 
Innovation for Low Carbon 
Communities 
 
 
 
Subquestion 1 
What frameworks and methods 
support action research of 
grassroots experimentation? 
8th Making Cities Liveable 
Conference (Peer reviewed 
conference proceeding) 
 
Published July 2015 
Publication 2 
Direct Impacts of an Urban 
Living Lab from the 
Participants’ Perspective: 
Livewell Yarra 
Subquestion 2 
What are the direct impacts of 
experimentation from the 
participants’ perspective? 
Sustainability, MDPI 
(Peer reviewed journal article) 
 
Published September 2017 
 
Publication 3 
Design Experiments and Co-
governance for City 
Transitions: Vision Mapping 
Subquestion 3 
How do institutional 
arrangements shape urban 
experimentation? 
Journal of Peer Production  
(Peer reviewed journal article) 
Published January 2018 
Publication 4 
Sharing Cities for Urban 
Transformation: Narrative, 
Policy and Practice 
Subquestion 4 
What are the dynamics of 
transformation and capture in 
urban experimentation? 
Urban Policy and Research, 
Routledge 
(Peer reviewed journal article) 
 
Published January 2018 
Publication 5 
Sharing Cities: New Urban 
Imaginaries for Diverse 
Economies 
 
Subquestion 5 
How do new imaginaries of the 
city reframe the context of 
urban experimentation? 
 
In The Handbook of Diverse 
Economies, Gibson-Graham & 
Dombroski (Eds.), Edward 
Elgar. 
(Peer reviewed book chapter) 
 
Accepted January 2019 (in 
press) 
 
Table 5: List of publication titles, subquestions and status 
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4.1. Publication 1: Asset Mapping and Social Innovation for Low Carbon 
Communities  
Published peer reviewed conference paper 
 
Sharp, D. (2015). Asset Mapping and Social Innovation for Low Carbon Communities. 8th Making Cities 
Liveable Conference Proceedings. Melbourne, Australia.  
 
Abstract 
This paper details the development of Livewell Yarra, an urban living lab in the inner north of 
Melbourne that engaged with community participants in grassroots experimentation for low-carbon 
living. An action-based framework is developed that presents asset-based community development 
as a method that uses asset mapping to reveal the latent knowledge, interests and skills of Livewell 
Yarra participants and mobilise these strengths to meet carbon reduction goals. Participatory co-
design is also presented as an enabling tool to support participants to develop social innovations for 
carbon reduction in their local community. This paper provides an overview of Livewell Yarra’s 
methodological underpinnings and explores how action research using asset-based approaches and 
social innovation can build capacity for small place-based groups to take individual and collective 
action to reduce carbon emissions for their own benefit and that of the wider community. 
 
Subquestion  
This paper addresses the question: “What frameworks and methods support action research of 
grassroots experimentation?”  
 
Approach 
This paper developed an action-based methodological framework for an urban living lab to build 
capacity for participants to reduce their own and the broader community’s carbon emissions through 
grassroots experimentation. This paper brought together a unique combination of sustainability 
transitions, community economies and social innovation literatures. It also addressed gaps in the 
social marketing and behaviour change literature by using asset-based community development and 
community economies thinking to reframe community participants as active citizens and community 
as an important site of participation in urban sustainability transition experiments. Most significant 
change interviews are put forward as a qualitative method that can be used to evaluate the direct 
impacts of grassroots experimentation from the unique perspective of urban living lab participants.  
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4.2. Publication 2:  Direct impacts of an Urban Living Lab from the Participants’ 
Perspective  
Published peer reviewed journal article 
 
Sharp, D., & Salter, R. (2017). Direct Impacts of an Urban Living Lab from the Participants’ Perspective: 
Livewell Yarra. Sustainability 9, 1699. 
 
Abstract 
This paper evaluates Livewell Yarra, an urban living that brought together academic researchers and 
community actors to engage in grassroots experiments for low-carbon living. Experimentation 
occurred in Livewell Yarra through reflexive governance of the urban living lab itself via transition team 
meetings and activities undertaken by community participants to reduce their carbon emissions. 
Social learning took place in a variety of contexts but mostly through small group settings conducive 
to peer-based knowledge sharing. Livewell Yarra participants took various actions to reduce their 
carbon emissions via social learning through self-selected carbon reduction actions most relevant to 
them personally, in the context of their household and the local community. The action research 
methods utilised include asset-based community development, participatory co-design and most 
significant change interviews. This paper evaluates experiments in low-carbon living through data 
collected via stories of change from participant interviews. 
 
Subquestion 
This paper addresses the question: “What are the direct impacts of urban living lab experiments from 
the participants’ perspective?”  
 
Approach 
This paper discusses the results of experimentation by evaluating the direct impacts of an urban living 
lab as experienced by decarb group participants and transition team members using qualitative data 
derived from most significant change interviews. The results indicate that experiments in urban living 
labs create opportunities for social learning and empowerment, but also raise issues of leadership and 
ownership related to project governance. Most significant change interviews were utilised as a 
participatory evaluation method to enable urban living lab participants to share their perspectives on 
the project governance of Livewell Yarra and social learning activities in decarb groups, drawn from 
their own personal experiences as grassroots actors in a place-based community arena.   
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4.3. Publication 3: Design Experiments & Co-governance for City Transitions: 
Vision Mapping 
Published peer reviewed journal article 
 
Sharp, D., & Ramos, J. (2018). Design Experiments and Co-governance for City Transitions: Vision 
Mapping. Journal of Peer Production, Issue 11: City. 
 
Abstract 
This paper investigates a case study of the Future Economies Lab for the Future Melbourne 2026 public 
consultation which used enabling tools to help community participants co-produce new visions and 
prototypes of city futures. The paper considers how design experiments are shaped by institutional 
arrangements through process settings that work to reproduce existing governance practices. Design 
for social innovation is put forward as a social learning process to support ongoing experimentation in 
participatory urban planning. Polycentric co-governance is presented as an approach to democratise 
the institutionalisation of experimentation through collaborative decision-making processes that 
empower community actors.  
 
Subquestion  
This paper addresses the question: “How do institutional arrangements shape urban 
experimentation?”  
 
Approach 
This paper develops a case study of the Future Economies Lab that supported community participants 
to imagine changes to Melbourne’s economy over the coming decade and formed part of the Future 
Melbourne 2026 participatory planning process. It considers how design experiments using enabling 
tools like mapping, infrastructuring and prototyping enable city governments and community actors 
to work together to envision emerging city futures. To understand how institutional arrangements 
shape urban experimentation, documentary data was used to review process settings as detailed in 
the engagement schematic for the Future Melbourne 2026 project plan. A review of the urban 
planning literature revealed process settings can disempower community actors through logics of 
compliance that reinforce top-down decision-making. Co-creative process settings using 
infrastructuring and polycentric co-governance are offered as inclusive approaches that could support 
community empowerment in urban governance and participatory planning.  
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4.4. Publication 4: Sharing Cities for Urban Transformation: Narrative, Policy and 
Practice 
Published peer reviewed journal article 
 
Sharp, D. (2018). Sharing Cities for Urban Transformation: Narrative, Policy and Practice. Urban Policy 
and Research, 1-14. 
 
Abstract 
Commercial sharing platforms have reshaped the transportation and housing sectors in cities and 
raised challenges for urban policy makers seeking to balance market disruption with community 
protections. Transformational sharing seeks to strengthen the urban commons to address social 
justice, equity and sustainability. This paper uses Transformative Social Innovation (TSI) theory to 
develop a comparative analysis of Shareable’s Sharing Cities Network and Airbnb’s Home Sharing 
Clubs. It argues that narrative framing of the sharing economy for community empowerment and 
grassroots mobilisation have been used by Shareable to drive a “sharing transformation” and by 
Airbnb through “regulatory hacking” to influence urban policy. 
 
Subquestion  
This paper addresses the question: “What are the dynamics of transformation and capture in urban 
experimentation?”  
 
Approach 
This paper uses TSI theory to analyse transformative urban experiments through various acts of doing, 
organising, framing and knowing in the context of two trans-local networks that span multiple cities. 
This paper investigates how the Sharing Cities Network as a form of urban experimentation led by civil 
society actors, remains open to co-optation and contestation from private sector actors. Dynamics of 
transformation and capture are explored through a comparative case study analysis of the Sharing 
Cities Network which builds support to strengthen the urban commons in contrast with Airbnb’s Home 
Sharing Clubs which mobilises its hosts and guests to advocate for commercial home sharing 
legislation. TSI theory is used to develop an analysis of how civil society actors use narratives of change 
and grassroots mobilisation to drive urban sustainability and how capture dynamics manifest as 
private sector actors co-opt analogous practices to support corporate lobbying efforts. 
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4.5. Publication 5: Sharing Cities: New Urban Imaginaries for Diverse Economies 
Accepted (in press) peer reviewed book chapter 
 
Sharp, D. (In press). Sharing Cities: New Urban Imaginaries for Diverse Economies. In Gibson-Graham, 
J. K., & Dombroski, K. (Eds). (2019). The Handbook of Diverse Economies, Edward Elgar. Cheltenham: 
UK. 
 
Abstract 
This chapter reveals how sharing cities encourage urban experimentation that bring civil society, local 
government and alternative market actors together to create new forms of transformational sharing 
and enact commons-oriented modes of governance, transaction and exchange. Sharing cities have 
emerged as new urban imaginaries for experimenting with collaborative forms of urban governance 
and economic development that democratize access to community assets, city infrastructure and co-
operative enterprise for socially just and sustainable futures. The chapter reveals how sharing cities 
reframe the context of urban experimentation to create new transformative pathways that recentre 
the agency of subaltern actors.  
 
Subquestion  
This chapter addresses the question: “How do new imaginaries of the city reframe the context of 
urban experimentation?”  
 
Approach 
This chapter explores the sharing city as a new imaginary of urban transformation that creates 
alternative visions and practices for more diverse forms of organisation and distributive mechanisms 
that challenge the dominant capitalocentric reading of the economy. The diverse economy framework 
is utilised as a heuristic device to interpret how sharing cities enrol alternative market and nonmarket 
transactions, paid and unpaid labour, reciprocal modes of exchange and commoning practices to 
create new transformation pathways that reframe the context of urban experimentation. Cases of 
transformational sharing demonstrate how new urban imaginaries create opportunity contexts that 
support grassroots agency through local sustainability initiatives, peer production communities and 
forms of post-capitalist entrepreneurship. This chapter reveals how new urban imaginaries reframe 
experimentation and create a wider role for grassroots actors and alternative practices outside of the 
mainstream economy.  
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5.  Discussion 
This chapter will discuss the significance of the findings in the publications and identify how the 
research adds an original contribution to the literature on urban experimentation and transition 
studies. In seeking to develop this field, this thesis brings together a range of methodological 
approaches and transdisciplinary perspectives to develop a novel agency-centred analysis of 
‘transformative urban experimentation’ which provides a significant contribution to the study of 
urban sustainability transitions. The thesis demonstrates how enabling processes of transformation 
emerge through action research of an urban living lab and multiple case studies of urban 
experimentation across a variety of socio-institutional contexts. 
 
The findings will be used to shed new light on urban experimentation through a discussion of: 
• Action research of grassroots experimentation 
• Direct impacts of experimentation 
• Governance and institutional arrangements 
• Dynamics of transformation and capture 
• New opportunity contexts of transformation 
 
5.1. Action Research of Grassroots Experimentation 
Livewell Yarra was an urban living lab conducted in the City of Yarra, a small geographic area in the 
inner northern suburbs of Melbourne. Livewell Yarra provides a good example of how action research 
can be used to trial enabling process of transformation through the formation of place-based small 
groups known as decarb groups, as a vehicle for social learning and experimentation in low-carbon 
living. The action research goals were to generate community action for low-carbon living through 
grassroots experiments at the household, small group and community level (Publication 1).  
 
To understand the potential for grassroots experimentation to have a transformative effect in people’s 
practices, I developed an action-based methodological framework to allow action research of 
community-based responses to local sustainability challenges in Livewell Yarra (Publication 1). The 
rationale for the development of the action-based framework was drawn from my literature review 
which showed that behaviour change approaches using social marketing have had limited success in 
generating social change for sustainability due to a focus on individual control, a lack of systemic 
context, and a reliance on experts and government funding (Tilbury et al. 2005). The literature 
review revealed that action-oriented approaches (Jensen & Schnack 1997) could support community 
actors to achieve sustainable lifestyles and overcome the social dilemmas that arise when solutions 
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to collective problems like carbon reduction are attempted through the lens of individual behaviour 
change (Publication 1).   
 
I developed an action research methodology to build support for grassroots actors in an urban living 
lab to undertake real-world experiments in low-carbon living within household and community 
settings. Research into the geography of sustainability transitions (Truffer et al. 2015) demonstrates 
that urban experimentation occurs in “historically-configured places” with “pre-figured contexts” that 
are imbued with power dynamics and diverse local actor networks (Raven et al. 2017, p.3). Grassroots 
actors have a role to play in place-specific processes given their “experience and knowledge about 
what works in their localities, and what matters to local people” (von Worth et al. 2018, pp.3-4). The 
grassroots innovation literature also emphasises the importance of community action and the role 
that civil society actors play in driving transition processes (Seyfang & Haxeltine 2012). The action 
research framework I developed for Livewell Yarra utilised asset-based community development 
methods that leveraged the local knowledge and experience of community actors to support 
grassroots experimentation and drive transformation within the context of a place-based community 
arena.   
 
I presented asset mapping as an enabling tool with the potential to reveal the interconnected skills 
and interests of urban living lab participants and build capacity for action on carbon reduction at the 
community level (Publication 1). As discussed in the methods chapter, the asset mapping workshops 
invited community members to reveal individual assets, referred to as ‘gifts of the head’ (things I know 
about), ‘gifts of the heart’ (things I care about) and ‘gifts of the hands’ (skills I know how to do). Asset 
mapping has been used successfully to mobilise strengths and connect the latent knowledge, interests 
and skills of community actors in a variety of settings (Cameron & Gibson 2005). Asset mapping was 
proposed as an enabling tool that could be used to match the assets of Livewell Yarra participants with 
opportunities to take actions that reduce their carbon emissions. 
 
I proposed participatory co-design as another enabling tool to build capacity for participants to 
develop social innovations using rapid prototyping. As described in the methods chapter, participatory 
co-design uses structured brainstorming to inspire divergent thinking and surface a large quantity of 
ideas related to a specific design challenge (Brown & Wyatt 2010). Co-design participants use rapid 
prototyping to generate, test and refine ideas through emergent collaboration techniques working in 
small group settings. My rationale for using strength-based enabling tools was informed by community 
economies research (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013) which inspired me to develop an action-based 
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framework that could reframe community as an important site of experimentation and reframe 
Livewell Yarra participants as active citizens with the agency to reduce their own carbon emissions. I 
also presented most significant change interviews as a tool to evaluate the direct impacts of 
experimentation from the perspective of urban living lab participants. Most significant change 
interviews were proposed as a method to evaluate Livewell Yarra participants’ direct experiences, 
document qualitative changes in their capacity to act and enable reflection on the methods used to 
support action research of grassroots experimentation in the urban living lab (Publication 1).  
 
As discussed in earlier sections, the participation of researchers in coordinating experiments is a 
recent development in transition studies (Nevens et al. 2013). It has been noted that transition 
management has used direct participation through action research to conduct real-world experiments 
through observation, reflection and analysis, which aids social learning (Wittmayer & Schäpke 2014, 
Loorbach 2007). Yet limited research has been undertaken that uses action research as a capacity 
building approach to support grassroots experimentation and enable transformation processes. The 
action-based framework I developed for Livewell Yarra overcomes this gap in the field through a novel 
combination of agency-centred enabling tools including asset mapping and participatory co-design, 
and most significant change research as an evaluation method to document narratives of change from 
the participants’ perspective. The action-based framework also strengthens linkages between 
sustainability transitions (real-world experimentation), social innovation (enabling tools) and 
community economies (grassroots agency) knowledge domains.  
 
Action research of grassroots experimentation in urban living labs has the potential to contribute to 
enabling processes of transformation through translation, a key horizontal diffusion mechanism that 
enables experiments to be reproduced elsewhere through changing contexts (von Wirth et al. 2018, 
p.4). The action-based framework I developed for Livewell Yarra aspired to build capacity for 
grassroots agency and provided an approach that could be translated and reproduced in other 
contexts by researchers, local governments and community actors undertaking experimentation in 
urban living labs and aid in the study and practice of transition diffusion processes more broadly.  
 
5.2. Direct Impacts of Experimentation 
Urban living labs are social learning environments that require evaluation to monitor the impacts of 
experimentation and reflect on the results of activities undertaken. Palgan et al. (2018) observe that 
while urban living labs have proliferated, “their design, impacts and implications for urban governance 
remain largely unexamined” (p.22). When evaluation of living labs is carried out it is usually 
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coordinated by academic partners to “feedback the results” and “facilitate formalised learning among 
the participants” (ibid., p.27). However, limited research has been undertaken that evaluates the 
direct impacts of experimentation in living labs using data derived from the personal experiences of 
the participant community (with the exception of Heiskanen et al. 2015).    
 
I addressed this empirical gap by drawing on results from the most significant change interviews to 
evaluate the direct impacts of experimentation in the urban living lab, Livewell Yarra from the 
perspective of participants (Publication 2). Most significant change interviews were conducted to 
enable Livewell Yarra participants to reflect on their experiences in the urban living lab – whether 
through transition team meetings, decarb group meetings, or various workshops – and highlight the 
greatest areas of impact from their own personal perspectives. I utilised most significant change 
interviews to provide a subjective and story-based dimension to the evaluation process, through 
narratives of change related to the personal transformation of community participants, drawn from 
their actions performed over the course of the urban living lab. The perspective of Livewell Yarra 
participants derived from most significant change interviews provides important qualitative data that 
contributes towards the evaluation of urban living labs in general (McCormick & Hartmann 2017) and 
more broadly, to the study of enabling processes of transformation from an actor-centric perspective.    
 
Social learning was a critical enabling process of transformation in Livewell Yarra that took place in a 
variety of contexts including transition team meetings, decarb group meetings and workshops on 
various topics related to low-carbon living. Participants were engaged in social learning through peer-
based knowledge sharing to self-select carbon reduction actions most relevant to them personally in 
the context of their household with an emphasis on stationary energy use and transport. Social 
learning mostly took place through transition team and decarb group meetings, both small group 
settings conducive to peer-based knowledge sharing that created an opportunity for the emergence 
of new transformative practices as exemplified by this quote from a participant: 
Look, I am a social being and I do get influenced by others, and get my energy from being with 
others, and so I’ve found having a community of like-minded people who are all trying to work in 
a similar area really a useful way of spurring me to more action. And I’ve found the other 
members of the group very inspiring and each meeting, particularly when initially we would do 
the rounds about, people would say what they were doing to reduce their carbon emissions, and 
I always got something out of that, found some useful piece of information that someone was 
doing that I thought, “I could do that” that I perhaps hadn’t thought about (Publication 2, p.8). 
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One of Livewell Yarra’s major objectives was to empower participants to take actions to reduce their 
carbon emissions and engage in low-carbon living through small changes made at the individual, 
household and local community level. Participant empowerment was an enabling process of 
transformation in Livewell Yara which manifested through small changes in lifestyle. These changes 
included switching to green electricity suppliers, making improvements to home insulation and draft-
proofing windows and doors using a variety of technologies discussed during decarb group meetings. 
This quote reveals how a Livewell Yarra participant became empowered through decarb group 
meetings which resulted in a reduction in car usage and fewer emissions intensive transport choices: 
I tend to be more pedantic about using my bike now to even go to the local shops and things like 
that. I try and pile my groceries onto my bicycle rather than use (the car)—so I tried to use the 
car as little as possible. I might use the car once a fortnight now. . . . If the weather’s really bad, I 
use public transport . . . 90% of the time, I go to work on my bicycle . . . even on days when I’ve 
thought “oh, I’ll just hop in the car”—now, I tend to think “No, you won’t, you’ll hop on your 
bike!” So I get the benefit of being probably physically a bit fitter too (Publication 2, p.9). 
 
In addition to making changes at the individual or household level, other urban living lab participants 
were empowered to take up modes of collective action including group purchasing of rooftop solar 
and group investigation of divestment options related to their financial institutions and 
superannuation funds. One participant learned about the local government partner’s urban 
agriculture program (City of Yarra) through a conversation with a fellow decarb group member and 
subsequently worked with neighbours to create a planter box community garden in her street.  
 
The most significant change interviews reveal that direct impacts of grassroots experimentation were 
small in scale yet illustrate how social learning and empowerment processes can foster agency and 
transformation in the context of a place-based community arena. The direct impacts drawn from the 
interviews demonstrate that community actors can undertake experiments for urban transformation 
at the local level in a way that responds to place-specific needs. Returning to Evans (2016, p.430) 
question: “on whose behalf do urban experiments seek to make change and to what degree is this 
change truly transformational?”, the direct impacts reveal that Livewell Yara participants made 
changes on their own behalf based on their interests, capacities and priorities and that these small 
changes were transformational on an individual level through changes in transport use, at a household 
level through switching to green electricity suppliers, and at a community level through group 
purchasing of roof top solar and the creation of a community garden (Publication 2).   
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The action-based framework developed in Publication 1 informed my practice as an action researcher 
throughout the course of the urban living lab activities. I ran two asset mapping workshops which 
supported participants to identify a range of assets that included knowledge about sustainable 
housing, passion for bike riding and hands-on skills in composting and waste minimisation. Participants 
at these workshops also identified their connections to organisations, associations and institutions 
within their local community (Publication 2). I used asset mapping as an enabling process to encourage 
grassroots agency and help match Livewell participants’ assets with opportunities to take actions to 
reduce carbon emissions. As a strength-based tool, asset mapping also helped ground community 
economies perspectives through empowering language (gifts of the head, heart and hands) and new 
relational practices (sharing skills and interests) that helped build capacity for local community 
members to reduce their own carbon emissions.  
 
I used participatory co-design as another method to support the creation of projects within Livewell 
Yarra. Participatory co-design was used as an enabling tool to support participants who developed a 
project concept to encourage more cycling in the community through a buddy system to match novice 
bicycle riders with experienced cyclists in the City of Yarra. I facilitated a co-design workshop with the 
two-person project team and another four people with an interest in cycling from outside of the urban 
living lab. Together these six people formed into two small teams and developed two prototypes 
which built on the initial concept. The co-design workshop created an opportunity for living lab 
participants to experience learning-by-doing through design-led experimentation (Publication 2).  
 
The action research I undertook for Livewell Yarra using asset mapping and participatory co-design, 
and most significant change research as an evaluation tool, were informed by social innovation and 
community economies perspectives (Publications 1 & 2). I selected these enabling processes, 
frameworks and methods to reframe the agency of grassroots actors as significant drivers of 
transformative change through a place-based community arena. The social learning and 
empowerment experienced by Livewell Yarra participants demonstrated that experimentation can 
take place in a socially inclusively way in the context of an urban living lab by using agency-centred 
approaches encapsulated in the shift from “designing for to designing with” (Thackara 2006) that 
address some of the tensions related to the politics and agency of experimentation raised previously. 
This thesis contributes towards an agency-centred approach to urban experimentation by developing 
an action-based framework and interpreting data from the personal experience of living lab 
participants to reveal a wider role for actors at the micro scale than identified in the literature (See: 
Fischer & Newig 2016). 
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5.3. Governance and Institutional Arrangements  
In addition to cultivating new forms of social learning and empowerment, experimentation has 
become an important “strategy of urban governance” through attempts to transform structured 
processes with diverse stakeholders to contribute towards urban sustainability transitions (von Worth 
2018, p.3). In a special volume on the structural transformation of urban systems, McCormick et al. 
(2013) point to “governance and planning” as "key leverage points for transformative change" that 
bring together “environmental, social and economic dimensions” (p.6). I investigated governance 
aspects of urban experimentation in different contexts including the place-based community arena of 
Livewell Yarra (Publications 1 and 2) and the Future Economies Lab, part of a public planning process 
led by local government in the municipal arena of the City of Melbourne (Publication 3). In this section 
I discuss the project governance aspects of Livewell Yarra, from the participants’ perspective, and 
unpack some of the leadership and ownership tensions that arise in urban living labs. I also discuss 
findings from the Future Economies Lab case study and demonstrate how institutional arrangements 
shape the transformative potential of urban experimentation in the context of municipal governance.  
 
5.3.1. Livewell Yarra 
The planning, formation and operation of Livewell Yarra was a community-based experiment in 
project governance of an urban living lab. The transition team was led by the project initiator Dr Salter 
and me as student researcher, working with a small group of self-selected change-agents known as 
“frontrunners” (Loorbach 2010), volunteers from the local community that were already taking active 
steps to reduce their household carbon emissions. This leadership group (transition team) was 
engaged in various project-level governance activities that included monthly meetings, internal 
workshops on low-carbon living and planning sessions to shape the creation and establishment of the 
decarb groups in the lead up to the formal launch of the urban living lab in March 2015. In my role as 
a member of the transition team I was involved as a participant observer to facilitate governance 
discussions and deeper engagement from community participants. I became a trusted member of the 
team and made it clear that I was performing action research for my doctoral studies. My involvement 
in the transition team influenced the group discussion through my introduction of strength-based 
approaches like asset-based community development and community economies thinking as part of 
the action-based framework I developed to encourage grassroots agency.  
 
The governance structure and formal processes of Livewell Yarra emerged organically over a period 
of many months as the project initiator and I worked with the transition team, mostly comprised of 
community volunteers, to create an incorporated association with elected office bearers (outside of 
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the research team), formal membership structure, model rules, and requirements to prepare financial 
statements and hold an annual general meeting. This association, Livewell Clusters, was created to 
formalise governance processes and give participants the opportunity to carry decarb group activities 
forward in the community beyond the conclusion of action research.  
 
Urban living labs face a variety of governance challenges whether led by academic researchers, local 
government or in collaboration with a range of stakeholders. In a review of various urban living labs 
(ULL) across Europe, Voytenko et al. (2016, p.51) highlight the need to get leadership and ownership 
right in the design and execution of these initiatives: “There is an important coordination and 
management role for an ULL to be effective, although a delicate balance exists between steering and 
controlling. The ULL needs to remain flexible for different stakeholders to engage in its development 
and direction.” Livewell Yarra was open to community members who were interested in participating 
in the project governance of the urban living lab. Transition team meetings were held monthly and 
notifications were sent out in advance via a range of electronic communication channels.  
 
From a project governance perspective, the Livewell Yarra transition team successfully worked 
together over an 18-month period and achieved a great deal over this time. An urban living lab was 
created from scratch with funding from the CRC for Low Carbon Living, in-kind support from the City 
of Yarra, and the leadership of two paid researchers and a dozen local community volunteers. In the 
lead up to formal research activities the transition team successfully launched Livewell Yarra at Fitzroy 
Town Hall which generated media interest, created a website, social media channels and email 
newsletter, shot an introductory video, arranged workshops, and developed a plan for the formation 
of decarb groups. The transition team also functioned as a proto decarb group itself in order to trial 
social learning approaches that would be recommended to future urban living lab participants.  
 
Leadership and ownership tensions did emerge in Livewell Yarra within the context of project 
governance meetings of the transition team. During one of the most significant change interviews a 
member of the transition team suggested the project initiator could have gone further to share tasks 
and responsibilities across the transition team (Publication 2). The formative stages of Livewell Yarra 
involved monthly meetings with the transition team that were initially chaired by the project initiator 
who from my perspective contributed a strong sense of direction, vision and purpose, which helped 
build momentum early on, rallied volunteers to join the project and helped take Livewell Yarra from 
idea to reality. 
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Another member of the transition team found the project initiator’s style too top-down and perceived 
that he was taking on too much responsibility for running all aspects of the urban living lab, but more 
so in the early days of the project's establishment (Publication 2). I observed the project initiator’s 
leadership style change as he became more open to collaborative approaches and delegated more 
tasks to other members of the transition team, who did chair monthly meetings on a rotating basis a 
few months into the urban living lab’s operation. This change in style and sharing of responsibility saw 
a member of the transition team initiate and lead the development of the First Thursday workshops 
which became a major outlet for grassroots experimentation and social learning within the urban 
living lab (Publication 2).   
 
As raised in previous sections, urban living labs act as important incubators that add an “extra 
dimension to the local urban governance approach” through the creation of social learning 
environments that are led by a transition team able to embrace a variety of diverse perspectives in 
negotiation with key stakeholders in a reflexive manner (Nevens et al. 2013, p.116). Reflexive 
governance is a key aspect of transition management (Kemp & Loorbach 2006) and other process-
oriented approaches to sustainability transitions. Livewell Yarra’s project structure, open monthly 
meetings and processes enabled transition team members to contribute to the planning and 
development of the decarb groups, workshops, and trial of carbon reduction activities at the 
individual, household and community level.  
 
Livewell Yarra’s planning and development activities engendered social learning and reflexive 
governance through a “round the circle” activity at the start of each transition team meeting where 
people shared details of the carbon reduction actions they had taken in the last month with an open 
invitation for other team members to ask questions or make suggestions related to tips, support and 
advice designed to assist peers in reaching their carbon reduction goals (Publication 2). While reflexive 
governance in the Livewell Yarra transition team was modest in nature it demonstrated how 
collaborative encounters like the “round the circle” activity created a new social unit conducive to 
learning-by-doing through shared experiences of mutual support opening a space for the emergence 
of new practices.  
 
In addition to this, the most significant change interviews provided an opportunity for transition team 
members to reflexively share their diverse perspectives on the project governance of Livewell Yarra 
drawn from their own personal experiences as grassroots actors in a place-based community arena. 
The use of most significant change as an evaluation method to reveal the direct impacts of urban living 
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labs could be translated and reproduced in other contexts to support reflexive governance in other 
local communities with different actor networks and institutional settings. This thesis adds empirical 
depth to the study of enabling processes of urban experimentation from an agency-centred 
perspective through most significant change interviews that provide qualitative insights on the 
leadership and ownership challenges that arise in the project governance of urban living labs. The 
thesis also contributes towards emerging research on the coordination and management of urban 
living labs (McCormick & Hartmann 2017) through new insights on the direct impacts of participation 
(Schliwa et al. 2015) in the context of place-based governance and creates a wider role for actors in 
the theory, practice and evaluation of urban transitions at the micro scale (Fischer & Newig 2016).  
 
5.3.2. Future Economies Lab 
Alternative governance practices and enabling processes are required to enrol urban experimentation 
as a driver of transformative change with the potential to empower grassroots actors, support social 
inclusion and challenge the structural priorities of incumbent systems (Smith 2014, p.5). Local 
government and other organisations can play an important role as intermediaries by working with 
grassroots innovators to create “new institutional strata” that require “new ways of experimenting, 
intervening and coordinating” (Grin et al. 2017, p.363). At the same time, institutional arrangements 
shape the potential for urban experimentation to drive transformative change through logics of 
compliance and legitimacy that emerge across multiple regulatory, values-based and cultural 
dimensions that are reproduced through social interactions (Raven et al. 2017, p.3).      
 
I explored how institutional arrangements shaped urban experimentation in the context of the Future 
Economies Lab case study, part of the Future Melbourne 2026 public consultation. Future Melbourne 
2026 was a participatory planning process led by the City of Melbourne to renew the city’s 10-year 
community plan through a series of events, online engagement and surveys conducted between 
February to June 2016. (City of Melbourne 2016a). The Future Economies Lab consisted of two public 
engagement workshops for Future Melbourne 2026, that used design experiments to co-produce 
place-based visions of Melbourne’s changing economy over the coming decade. Documentary data 
revealed how mapping and visioning were used to enable city stakeholders to undertake design 
experiments which led to the creation of future economy prototypes of green infrastructure, public 
access to underutilised space, a goodwill exchange and universal basic income pilot (Publication 3).   
 
To evaluate how institutional arrangements shaped design experimentation in the Future Economies 
Lab, I reviewed the engagement schematic for the project as detailed in the Future Melbourne 2026 
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project plan that was published on the city’s website (City of Melbourne 2015). The Future Melbourne 
2026 project plan specified the parameters of engagement between the city, institutions, 
organisations and individuals using principles developed by the International Association for Public 
Participation (IAP2). The IAP2 principles define the public’s role in participatory urban planning and 
increasing ability to impact on decisions along a spectrum from inform, consult, involve, collaborate 
and empower (IAP2 2014). My review of the Future Melbourne 2026 project plan revealed how the 
engagement schematic utilised by the city to conduct the participatory planning process did not go so 
far as to empower community participants to “place final decision making in the hands of the public” 
(IAP2 2014). 
 
Empowerment plays a critical role in enabling sustainability transitions and relies on co-creative 
process settings between actors involved where: “decisions on process and content are taken 
following mutual deliberation and agreement that also allow for criticism” (Hölscher et al. 2017, p.4). 
The broader process settings for the Future Economies Lab were shaped by the IAP2 principles as 
specified in the Future Melbourne 2026 project plan. My review of the urban planning literature 
revealed that the IAP2 principles employ a government-led approach to decision-making that can 
alienate community actors and reinforce existing power asymmetries (McCallum 2015). Quick & 
Bryson (2016) argue that most public participation processes are not inclusive and “doesn’t involve 
deliberation and creating new understandings together but rather is oriented to “consulting” with the 
public to gather input” (p.5). My review of the urban planning literature also revealed how tensions 
exist between top-down interests that seek “nominal participation” and bottom-up actors that seek 
“transformative participation” to achieve self-organised empowerment (cited in Anttiroiko 2016, p.9). 
These tensions highlight how institutional arrangements shape participatory urban planning through 
logics of compliance that privilege consultation-based process settings that work to reproduce top-
down decision-making (Publication 3).  
 
The transition studies literature also points out the double-edged nature of transformative change 
and how attempts to create empowerment can also lead to unintended consequences that bring 
about disempowerment processes, which result in an actor’s incapacity to mobilise resources and 
institutions to achieve sustainability transitions (Avelino 2017). In the context of participatory urban 
planning, any engagement schematic that leaves out the IAP2 principle ‘empower’ could 
unintentionally result in disempowerment of actors by obscuring participant roles and underlying 
power structures in governance processes (Hölscher et al. 2017, p.4). 
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The Future Economies Lab case study revealed how design for social innovation builds capacity for 
grassroots actors and institutions to trial new social learning processes using enabling tools like 
mapping and prototyping to co-produce design experiments and imagine alternative city futures 
(Publication 3). The case study also demonstrated how design experiments are shaped by institutional 
arrangements within local government that reproduce existing governance structures. For example, 
the process settings of the Future Melbourne project plan were informed by the IAP2 principles 
‘consult’ and ‘involve’ which resulted in the visions and prototypes from the two Future Economies 
Lab workshops merely being added to the City of Melbourne’s online engagement platform. These 
ideas competed for attention with over 900 other ideas submitted by the community through online 
engagement and via additional public events that were convened by the Future Melbourne 2026 team 
during the ideation phase of the project. After this phase external consultants Global Research (2016) 
were appointed by the Future Melbourne team to create a report that analysed and synthesized all 
project outputs including ideas, comments on ideas and survey responses. A citizens’ jury went 
through a deliberative process informed by the project outputs to develop the Future Melbourne 2026 
Plan (City of Melbourne 2016a) but final decisions were ultimately made by the city-appointed Future 
Melbourne Ambassadors comprised of high-profile community leaders from academia and industry 
(City of Melbourne 2016b). 
 
The Future Economies Lab case study contributes towards an understanding of how institutional 
arrangements, through selection of participatory urban planning process settings, shape urban 
experimentation to drive transformative change in the context of a municipal arena (Publication 3). 
The analysis of the Future Melbourne 2026 project plan revealed the shortcomings of participatory 
urban planning approaches that inadvertently or otherwise, engender disempowerment processes 
through the selection, or omission of community engagement settings that reproduce logics of 
compliance. Polycentric co-governance is suggested as an enabling process of urban experimentation 
that can alter institutional arrangements and empower grassroots actors through decentralised 
decision-making which challenge top-down approaches and bring cities and citizens together to co-
determine priorities (Publication 3). Infrastructuring is put forward as an enabling tool that could 
expand the one-off nature of local projects like the Future Economies Lab, to foster more open-ended, 
generative and inclusive design experimentation (Publication 3). The findings from the Future 
Economies Lab case study contributes towards urban transitions research by developing an agency-
centred policy analysis to reveal how local governments shape urban experimentation through 
institutional arrangements that can empower transformative change but also disempower grassroots 
actors through process settings that reproduce existing governance practices.  
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5.4. Dynamics of Transformation and Capture 
The publications discussed have shown that action research can support grassroots actors to 
undertake social learning and reflexive governance in the context of an urban living lab (Publications 
1 & 2) and that enabling tools can foster design experimentation to imagine alternative city futures in 
the context of a municipal arena (Publication 3). Previous sections have also revealed that design for 
social innovation builds capacity for grassroots actors and institutions to trial enabling processes of 
transformation but does not engage theoretically or empirically with capture dynamics between 
competing actors in urban transitions. Insights from transition studies demonstrate that civil society 
actors remain vulnerable to capture by “centres of power” in government and the private sector and 
encounter significant challenges in efforts to transform dominant institutions (Frantzeskaki et al. 2016, 
p.45). Transformative Social Innovation (TSI) theory provides a conceptual link between social 
innovation and transition studies to explore how capture dynamics emerge as civil society and private 
sector actors use narratives of change and grassroots mobilisation to drive divergent agendas.  
 
I used TSI theory to investigate dynamics of transformation and capture through a comparative 
analysis of Shareable’s Sharing Cities Network and Airbnb’s Home Sharing Clubs (Publication 4). The 
Sharing Cities Network is a civil society-led movement that encourages grassroots actors to replicate 
trans-local experiments through face-to-face MapJams (collaborative mapping) and digital platforms 
(an online hub) in multiple cities simultaneously that connect diverse urban stakeholders including 
individuals, community groups, sharing enterprises and local governments. I developed a comparative 
case study of Airbnb’s Home Sharing Clubs, which provide grassroots training and support to help its 
hosts and guests advocate for commercial home sharing legislation.  
 
I used TSI theory to explore how dynamics of transformation and capture emerged through framing 
of issues and storytelling to enact social change. TSI theory situates “narratives of change” as 
instrumental to the social construction of reality that “open up novel ways of looking at things and 
new possibilities for action” (Wittmayer et al. 2015, p.2). The Sharing Cities Network case study 
revealed how Shareable developed a narrative of the Sharing City as a transformational global 
movement founded on inclusive sharing and support for the urban commons. Shareable did this 
through solutions journalism that presented community-based forms of sharing as a catalyst for 
broader socio-economic transformation. The comparative case study showed that Airbnb developed 
a Shared City narrative that borrowed heavily from the Sharing City Network’s story using very similar 
language and framing about strengthening community. Through the comparative analysis I revealed 
how Airbnb co-opted the Sharing City Network’s transformative narrative of change in its own Shared 
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City story and used similar modes of grassroots mobilisation to alter urban regulatory regimes. I 
revealed that Airbnb’s Shared City narrative was pragmatic in nature and was deployed as a subtext 
for the company’s city partnership agreements which paved the way for wider institutional change 
through regulatory support for commercial home sharing by several city governments (Publication 4). 
 
TSI proponents have developed the notion of distributed agency where local experiments can be 
replicated and connected trans-locally across different sites in space and time (Haxeltine et al. 2016b, 
p.10). The Sharing Cities Network case study revealed that Shareable used alternative forms of 
governance (swarm organising inspired by the Swedish Pirate Party), to cultivate distributed agency 
through an autonomous movement of volunteers through decentralised platforms (Falkvinge 2013, 
p.34). These distributed systems enabled the Sharing Cities Network to run a distributed MapJam 
festival (collaborative mapping workshops) which took place in over 55 cities around the world to 
create maps of shared resources like tool libraries, community gardens and Repair Cafés (Johnson 
2013). The MapJams were followed up with ShareFests (sharing festivals) that demonstrated the 
potential for community-based forms of sharing to empower local communities. The Sharing Cities 
Network also enabled replication and connection of small and local activities (Manzini 2015) through 
the creation of an open online hub to give local sharing advocates the ability to create and manage 
their own community pages with links to resources, events, news and sharing maps. The network also 
synchronized the MapJams and ShareFests within a defined timeframe to amplify collective impact 
across geographically dispersed cities. Both the Sharing Cities Network and Home Sharing Clubs 
mobilised distributed grassroots agency in the service of their divergent agendas. In the Sharing Cities 
Network’s case through transformative experimentation to foster an inclusive urban sharing economy 
and in the case of Airbnb to lobby for commercial home sharing legislation (Publication 4). 
 
Airbnb used alternative forms of governance to mobilise grassroots actors through a well-funded 
campaign to successfully defeat the San Francisco Board of Supervisors Proposition F ballot to cap the 
number of nights a dwelling could be rented on short stays accommodation platforms (Alba 2015). 
My review of documentary data revealed that Airbnb used political-style organising (the Ganz 
“snowflake model” used by the 2008 Obama campaign – see Mills 2016) and “regulatory hacking” 
(Burfield & Harrison 2018) to orchestrate the “No on F” campaign and give it the appearance of a 
grassroots effort by making its hosts “the face of its defense” (Newcomer 2015). Following Airbnb’s 
successful campaign to defeat Proposition F in San Francisco, it went about creating a global political 
movement comprised of its millions of hosts and guests, through the launch of Home Sharing Clubs, 
that were set up and paid for by the company (Kulwin 2015). Over 140 Home Sharing Clubs have been 
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established and provide vetted hosts with the ability to create custom pages, communicate through 
forums and coordinate events. Home Sharing Club members were provided with “grassroots training, 
tools and support” (Said 2015) to advocate for Airbnb-friendly home sharing laws in their city. The 
Home Sharing Clubs case study revealed how Airbnb’s mobilisation of grassroots actors makes it 
difficult for urban policy makers to discern civil society-led change from well-funded corporate 
campaigns that appear to be community-led. 
 
The Sharing Cities Network and Home Sharing Clubs case studies contribute towards an understanding 
of how dynamics of transformation and capture shape urban experimentation through a comparative 
analysis of two trans-local networks that span multiple city arenas. My analysis showed how urban 
experiments face co-optation by private sector actors using analogous social practices, modes of 
governance, framing of issues and knowledge resources to mobile grassroots agency. The comparative 
case studies also demonstrated how civil society and private sector actors leveraged distributed 
agency across diverse geographic contexts, actor networks and institutional arrangements. The 
analysis revealed how capture dynamics emerge between dominant and subaltern actors through 
narratives of change and modes of organising that reposition and co-shape competing strategies and 
responses. Political reality suggests that civil society and local government actors do experience failure 
in attempts to resist market actors as demonstrated by Airbnb’s successful campaign to defeat 
Proposition F in San Francisco. My novel comparative analysis provides researchers and policy makers 
with case studies of how grassroots agency can be mobilised through trans-local networks by civil 
society actors to drive transformative change towards urban sustainability and how these enabling 
processes remain vulnerable to capture by private sector actors to support corporate lobbying efforts 
which drive regulatory changes that serve commercial interests.  
 
5.5. New Opportunity Contexts of Transformation 
The previous section discussed how urban experimentation remains poised between dynamics of 
transformation and capture as subaltern actors utilise narratives of change and distributed agency as 
enabling process of transformation that can become co-opted by dominant actors to drive divergent 
agendas (Publication 4). The terrain of experimentation also takes place within contexts of urban 
politics, governance and economic development framed by changing imaginaries of the city. Urban 
imaginaries bring together visions, images and narratives of the city that reflect economic and policy 
logics which in turn frame the context of experimentation. The transformative potential of 
experimentation relates to how imaginaries provide an “opportunity context for human agency” 
which for some actors relates to changes in “regimes, institutions, or rules”, while for others is about 
70 
 
framing the context itself in new ways (Avelino et al. 2017, p.41). I explored how new urban 
imaginaries, as enabling processes of transformation, can reframe experimentation to foster more 
inclusive economic and governance pathways that support grassroots agency (Publication 5). 
 
The sharing city is a new imaginary of urban transformation that pre-figures alternative social 
practices, collaborative governance and modes of exchange that challenge neoliberal pathways of 
economic growth, deregulation and privatisation (McLaren & Agyeman 2015). Sharing cities have 
emerged as new imaginaries that reframe urban experimentation and create new social realities 
through grassroots innovation, infrastructure for sharing, making and repair (Hult & Bradley 2017) and 
cooperative enterprise development. Sharing Cities like Seoul and Amsterdam have made their assets 
and infrastructure including public buildings and open data more amenable to sharing (Shareable 
2018). Other municipalities like Bologna in Italy have reimagined the city as a commons (Foster & 
Iaione 2015) and introduced new institutional arrangements to support the polycentric co-governance 
of shared resources between the city and citizens through the Co-city protocol (LabGov 2018).  
 
I utilised community economies scholarship to investigate how sharing cities reframe the context of 
urban experimentation to reveal new transformation pathways and enact different social realities 
using alternative market and nonmarket transactions, reciprocal modes of exchange and the social 
production of value through commoning (Gibson-Graham et al. 2013). I explored how this reframing 
of urban experimentation manifests in sharing cities through cases of transformational sharing that 
empower community agency through local sustainability initiatives and grassroots innovations that 
co-produce and co-govern shared resources in the urban commons (Publication 5).   
 
I interpreted cases of transformational sharing using the diverse economy framework, a heuristic 
device developed by community economies researchers to displace a capitalist dominant reading of 
the economy and to enable economic difference by unleashing “new creative forces and subjects for 
economic experimentation” (Gibson-Graham 2006, p.60). The diverse economy framework uses 
language to construct economic difference by “widening the identity” of the economy, people and 
practices excluded or marginalised by the capitalist economy through three practices: “different kinds 
of transactions and ways of negotiating commensurability, different types of labor and ways of 
compensating it, different forms of enterprise and ways of producing, appropriating, and distributing 
surplus” (ibid., p.60). This alternative construction of the diverse economy foregrounds and makes 
visible ethical practices typically ignored by mainstream economics and the so-called “real economy”, 
namely alternative market (fair trade) and non-market (gift economy) transactions; alternative paid 
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(cooperative) and unpaid (household) labour; and alternative capitalist (non-profit) and non-capitalist 
(communal) forms of enterprise (Gibson-Graham et al. 2017).  
 
My analysis utilised the diverse economy framework to interpret how sharing cities enrol alternative 
market and nonmarket transactions, paid and unpaid labour, reciprocal modes of exchange and 
commoning practices to create new transformation pathways that reframe the context of urban 
experimentation and challenge neoliberal imaginaries of the urban economy. Cases of 
transformational sharing demonstrated how new opportunity contexts and transformation pathways 
manifest through alternative market and nonmarket transactions like sharing, swapping, commoning 
and gifting of tangible and intangible assets through sharing city initiatives that include clothing 
exchanges, urban agriculture projects, food swaps, skill shares, tool libraries, makerspaces and Repair 
Cafés (Publication 5).  
 
I explored how sharing cities enrol paid and unpaid labour through forms of commons-based peer 
production (Benkler 2006) like the open source software movements that share labour and knowledge 
between peers “to generate common value outside of the market economy” (Bauwens & Iacomella 
2014). Other examples include alternative forms of enterprise like Open Design and Distributed 
Manufacturing that pool shared knowledge and labour to create physical goods sourced from local 
supply chains to revive local manufacturing and reduce carbon emissions (Kostakis et al. 2016). I also 
revealed how sharing cities create the enabling conditions for emerging forms of post-capitalist 
entrepreneurship (Cohen 2017) like platform co-operatives (Scholz 2016) that combine digital 
platforms with cooperative ownership to distribute surplus back to the people who create value in the 
urban sharing economy (Publication 5). 
 
These cases of transformational sharing demonstrated how new imaginaries of the sharing city enable 
subaltern actors to reframe the context of urban experimentation by revealing new pathways of urban 
development and governance that enrol a wider range of practices to drive transformative change 
(Publication 5). Through an interpretation of new urban imaginaries using the diverse economy 
framework I provided a fuller analysis of how new structural opportunity contexts that engender 
grassroots agency can be enacted through different readings of the economy. This interpretation also 
revealed how new urban imaginaries as enabling processes of transformation, could be leveraged by 
subaltern actors and supportive intermediaries to resist capture by dominant actors and be used to 
adaptively reorganise competing responses to create more inclusive urban futures (Publication 4).  
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My analysis of alternative market and nonmarket transactions, paid and unpaid labour, reciprocal 
modes of exchange and commoning practices is significant because it reclaims what the mainstream 
economy considers as subaltern, and recentres these practices as potential drivers of transformative 
change. Using the diverse economy framework also enabled me to develop an analysis of urban 
imaginaries that recentres the agency of grassroots actors that would otherwise remain invisible or 
marginalised by a capitalocentric reading of the economy. My analysis adds theoretical richness to the 
study of enabling processes of transformation using community economies heuristics to reveal how 
new urban imaginaries engender guiding visions, alternative market logics and modes of governance 
that can be leveraged by subaltern actors to resist capture and drive change by reframing the context 
of urban experimentation (Publication 5).  
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6. Conclusions 
In response to the overarching research question “How can urban experimentation drive 
transformative change towards sustainability?” the findings discussed in the preceding sections and 
in the publications that form the basis of this thesis, make a significant contribution to the field of 
urban sustainability transitions by developing an agency-centred analysis of transformative urban 
experimentation. Specific subquestions related to grassroots experimentation, direct impacts, 
institutional arrangements, dynamics of transformation and capture, and new urban imaginaries have 
addressed different aspects of the main research question. The conclusions of this thesis are: 
 
What frameworks and methods support action research of grassroots experimentation? 
The action-based framework developed has demonstrated how action research can enable grassroots 
experimentation and social learning in the context of an urban living lab and support small-scale 
transformation at a personal, household and community level through real-world experiments in low-
carbon living. Asset-based community development and community economies thinking was utilised 
in this research to build capacity for grassroots agency through action research that used empowering 
language (gifts of the head, heart and hands) and new relational practices (sharing skills and interests) 
that supported urban living lab participants to undertake social learning activities. This thesis 
demonstrated that asset-based approaches and community economies thinking structure social 
learning in new ways that reframe community as a worthy site of urban experimentation and recentre 
the agency of grassroots actors as drivers of transformative change. 
 
What are the direct impacts of urban experimentation from the participants’ perspective? 
This thesis adds empirical richness to the evaluation of direct impacts of urban experimentation 
through personal stories of most significant change drawn from the unique perspective of grassroots 
actors in a place-based community arena. The direct impacts demonstrated that community actors 
can undertake experiments for urban transformation at the local level in a way that responds to place-
specific needs. Reflexive governance occurred through learning-by-doing processes that revealed how 
leadership and ownership tensions arise in the project governance of urban living labs. This thesis has 
shown that participatory evaluation methods created opportunities for living lab members to assess 
the direct impacts of experimentation and reflexive governance from an actor-centric perspective that 
foregrounds the personal experiences of participants of which there is a significant gap in the field.  
 
 
 
74 
 
How do institutional arrangements shape urban experimentation? 
This thesis demonstrated that design for social innovation is a social learning process that builds 
capacity for community actors to co-produce design experiments using enabling tools like 
collaborative mapping and prototyping. Infrastructuring is presented as an approach that could 
overcome the limitations of short-term design experiments through structured processes that 
engender more ongoing, open-ended and inclusive experimentation. The analysis of participatory 
urban planning revealed that local government plays an important role in shaping urban 
experimentation through institutional arrangements that can both empower transformative change, 
but also disempower grassroots actors through process settings that reproduce existing governance 
logics. Co-creative process settings can reshape institutional arrangements and enable grassroots 
actors to have a greater role in urban governance through polycentric co-governance mechanisms 
that distribute power and decision-making between cities and citizens.  
 
What are the dynamics of transformation and capture in urban experimentation? 
Urban politics manifest in urban experimentation as competing actors develop social practices, modes 
of governance, framing of issues and knowledge resources to achieve normative goals. This thesis 
developed an agency-centred analysis of dynamics of transformation and capture that showed how 
trans-local networks leverage analogous narratives of change and modes of organising to mobilise 
distributed agency. Civil society and private sector actors co-evolve new social relations and practices 
in the promotion of divergent agendas which raises challenges for subaltern actors to resist capture 
and for urban policy makers seeking to distinguish grassroots change from corporate lobbying.  The 
dynamics of transformation and capture revealed that civil society and local government actors do 
encounter failure in resisting dominant commercial actors as shown by Airbnb’s successful campaign 
to defeat Proposition F in San Francisco which sought to increase the cap on short stays in that city.  
 
How do new imaginaries of the city reframe the context of urban experimentation? 
It has been shown that new urban imaginaries like sharing cities structure the context of urban 
experimentation through guiding visions and alternative pathways that enrol a wider range of urban 
actors and practices to drive transformative change, challenge neoliberal framings of the economy 
and create new social realities. This thesis has used the diverse economy framework to develop an 
interpretive analysis of how new urban imaginaries reframe the context of urban experimentation 
through different readings of the economy that recentre the agency of grassroots actors and 
reimagine the governance of cities through alternative market and nonmarket transactions, paid and 
unpaid labour, reciprocal modes of exchange and commoning practices.  
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To further transformative action towards sustainability, this thesis used action research to build 
capacity for grassroots agency and evaluated the direct impacts of urban experimentation from the 
participants’ perspective in the context of Livewell Yarra, an urban living lab that engaged community 
actors in real-world experiments for low-carbon living. Multiple case studies have explored enabling 
processes of transformation through different modes of urban experimentation that leverage 
enabling tools, empowerment settings, narratives of change and reframe visions of cities to create 
new structural opportunity contexts for agency.  
 
This thesis has advanced the theorisation of urban experimentation by creating a dialogue between 
diverse epistemological traditions from transition studies, social innovation and community 
economies scholarship to provide an expanded understanding of how enabling processes can drive 
the transformation of cities towards sustainability. This transdisciplinary approach adds theoretical 
diversity to the study of urban sustainability transitions that a single framework is inadequately 
positioned to address given the multifaceted complexity of cities (Grin et al. 2017). The analysis of 
urban experimentation developed in this thesis provides the basis for interpreting enabling processes 
of transformation from an agency-centred perspective that overcomes critical gaps in the literature 
on the role of actors and agency in sustainability transitions from an action-based and local level.    
 
To expand the methodological, theoretical and empirical terrain of urban experimentation research 
and practice, this thesis developed an agency-centred analysis of enabling processes of transformation 
across a diversity of socio-institutional contexts. The action research for Livewell Yarra provided 
granular insights into small-scale changes in the context of a place-based community arena that 
encompassed people’s homes and neighbourhoods within an inner suburban setting. The Future 
Economies Lab case study showed how local governments shape participatory planning process 
settings in the context of a large metropolitan municipal arena. The Sharing Cities Network and Home 
Sharing Clubs case studies demonstrated how trans-local networks leverage distributed agency across 
globally dispersed urban arenas. The cases of transformational sharing revealed how new urban 
imaginaries structure symbolic arenas through guiding visions and pathways that support the 
enactment of alternative place-based practices in multiple urban settings.  
 
In answering the overarching research question, this thesis has shown that urban experimentation 
can drive transformative change towards sustainability through actions and enabling processes that 
empower communities, civil society and local government to trial alternative city futures, transition 
governance approaches and new modes of sustainable urban development. Urban experimentation 
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can drive transformative action using enabling tools to build capacity for grassroots actors to 
undertake local sustainability initiatives that lead to real-world changes at the personal, household 
and community level. Urban experimentation can become transformative through new institutional 
arrangements between citizens, local government and other intermediaries that share power and 
responsibility for urban governance. Dynamics of transformation and capture suggest that attempts 
to drive transformative change will encounter co-evolutionary pressures from competing actors using 
similar narratives of change and mobilisation tactics. Actors undertaking urban experimentation can 
leverage new urban imaginaries to re-orient the scope of possible city futures, the range of actors who 
get to play a role, and the choice of actions to drive transformative change.  
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6.1. Recommendations for Future Research  
As with all research projects, there have been many questions raised during the duration of this 
research. Some future recommendations for researchers and practitioners include: 
 
How can urban living labs become more reflexive about driving transformative change? 
Future research could explore how urban living labs utilise evaluation and reflexive governance to 
enable participants to directly address whether social learning process settings foster empowerment 
or disempowerment and if institutional arrangements can be reorganised to drive change. 
 
How does urban experimentation translate across different contexts? 
Future research could explore how place-based forms of urban experimentation, using action-based 
frameworks within specific arenas, can be translated across different socio-institutional contexts. For 
urban experimentation to have wider impact and drive broader transformative change it needs to be 
replicated in other contexts that involve different actor networks, institutional arrangements and 
power differentials (von Wirth et al. 2018, p. 4). Future research could explore which diffusion 
mechanisms and modes of adaptation enable transformative urban experiments to be replicated in 
other arenas by a constellation of actors and institutions with different visions, norms and needs. 
How can community actors work with local government to implement empowering process settings? 
Participatory urban planning processes and other modes of experimentation can reinforce top-down 
decision-making leading to disempowering process settings. Future research could investigate how 
empowerment settings can be implemented to drive transformative urban experimentation. What 
are some specific implementation pathways that could enable community actors and civil society to 
work with local governments and other intermediaries to develop more empowering processes 
settings in participatory urban planning and governance? 
How can polycentric co-governance support transformative urban experimentation? 
As urban experimentation becomes operationalised and institutionalised as a mode or urban 
governance, future research could explore how polycentric co-governance could create new 
institutional arrangements. The pioneering Bologna Regulation (City of Bologna 2014) has become 
operationalised through the Co-city protocol that encapsulates design principles for using polycentric 
co-governance to steward shared resources in the urban commons and is now being trialled in five 
cities across Italy and New York City (LabGov 2018). Future research could investigate how modes of 
polycentric co-governance and the Co-city protocol could be translated and replicated by stakeholders 
in the public, private and community sectors in the context of Australian cities.  
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6.2. Concluding Comments 
The term Anthropocene or ‘human epoch’ contains clues to humanity’s capacity to exert tremendous 
agency over Earth’s systems. The impacts of human agency over ecosystems often go unnoticed until 
adverse consequences are observed by those paying attention. Even then, the causes of ecological 
crisis and the steps that should be taken in response, are framed and vigorously debated by a range 
of actors with different motivations. Politics invades every field of human endeavour. 
 
As I write these closing reflections, the dire impacts of global warming and the inadequate responses 
from governments of all persuasions has seen thousands of school children across Australia recently 
stage a walk out strike and mass protest urging elected representatives to take stronger action for a 
safe climate future. More power to the children as they create a better future. It is not surprising that 
so many cases of grassroots urban experimentation have burst on to the scene at a time when 
humanity’s future is on the line and the stakes are so very high. Urban experimentation offers hope 
to a generation that sees record breaking heat waves, rising inequality and catastrophic bush fires as 
the new normal. Urban experimentation also offers the potential to radically transform governance 
and develop new social practices and modes of development that can lead to systems transformation.  
 
Zooming out to an international level, the New Urban Agenda calls for governments to develop legal 
and policy measures that uphold equality and non-discrimination in determining urban policies 
through decentralization based on principles of subsidiarity (United Nations 2016b). The inclusion of 
the Right to the City in the New Urban Agenda is a welcome development that could democratise 
urban experimentation, but rights need to be enshrined in policies and legislation that can be enacted 
through new institutional strata and social processes that enfranchise citizens to participate in urban 
governance.  
 
This thesis has shown that for urban experimentation to become transformative and drive new modes 
of collaborative governance, its proponents need to leverage more inclusive urban imaginaries and 
institutional arrangements that challenge the status quo, resist capture and demonstrate alternative 
pathways that go beyond a reliance on top-down decision-making and market-based solutions. There 
is great potential for proponents of urban experimentation to learn from and contribute towards more 
radical experiments in designing city futures that empower the agency of grassroots actors, local 
communities and civil society in the transformation of cities towards sustainability.  
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